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Abstract 

 Music is a vital part of the human experience. As a vehicle for self-expression, it reflects 

the times we live in, brings beauty into the world, connects us to others, and reminds us that life 

is worth living because of the people in it. Professional chamber percussion ensembles are a 

common fixture in the modern percussion community, and they embody this spirit of music by 

working with composers to actively create new music, preserve and document it through 

recordings, and share it with the community through performances and other outreach.  

 Currently, no research exists that solely examines modern professional chamber 

percussion ensembles. This thesis will support the assertion that they are important in the music 

community by first providing a background on how these professionals ensembles came to be. It 

will begin with the development of percussion instruments in the orchestra and eventually arrive 

at the emergence of percussion ensemble as a stand-alone genre music of music. The thesis will 

then focus on chamber ensembles, defining this sub-genre of percussion ensembles and 

exploring pioneering ensembles such as NEXUS, Blackearth Percussion Group, and the Eastman 

Marimba Masters. It will lastly look at specific contributions and actions taken by modern 

chamber ensembles to understand their importance within a larger societal context.  
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PART I  

The first part of this research will trace the development of 

percussion, showing that although its origins date back to the 

fourteenth century, the concept of stand-alone percussion 

ensemble music emerged and exploded into the musical 

scene as recently as the twentieth century. Early chamber 

percussion ensembles such as Les Percussion de Strasbourg, 

the Eastman Marimba Masters, NEXUS, Blackearth 

Percussion Group, Percussion Group Cincinnati, and 

Amadinda worked to create new music for performances and 

show what a professional chamber percussion ensemble 

could be capable of. 
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CHAPTER  1 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The History of Percussion 

 

 

 
The origins of percussion, of striking and beating, are as old as mankind itself, with 

“implements or weapons [being used] for food and survival [… and as] the first instruments.”1 

Modern percussion instruments as we known them in Western tonal music can be traced all the 

way back to their use in Middle Eastern militaries in the fourteenth century.  

The Ottoman Empire rose to prominence in the late thirteenth century, and as sultans 

began amassing huge troops for battle, Sultan Murad I created the Janissary corps in 1380. This 

corps was comprised of Christian boys who had been imprisoned in the Balkan region, taken to 

Istanbul, converted to Islam, and later trained for military service.2 Members of the Janissary 

corps were elite fighters in the Ottoman Empire, and they also acted as personal bodyguards for 

the sultan.3  

 Janissary fighters were often accompanied into battle by groups of musicians who 

represented the power and majesty of the Ottoman Empire and worked to frighten enemies into 

submission.4 The instrumentation of these mehter ensembles consisted of zurna (shawm or reed 

                                                           
1 Blades, James. Percussion Instruments and their History. New York, New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Inc. 

Publishers, 1970, 35. 
2 "Janissary." Europe, 1450 to 1789: Encyclopedia of the Early Modern World. Encyclopedia.com, 2004.  
3 Ibid.  
4 Weinberg, Norman. “Module 2” from Percussion History and Literature. Lecture, University of Arizona, Tucson, 

AZ,  
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instruments), boru (horns), nakkare (small kettledrums), zil (cymbals), davul (double-headed 

drums similar to bass drums), çengane (jingling bells), and kös (large kettledrum),5 and the size 

of the ensemble varied depending on the authority of the commanding military officer.6  

Increased interest in the Ottoman Empire and its military dominance led to the 

dissemination of mehter instruments into Western European areas. Similar to the Ottoman 

Empire, where these instruments decreed the power of the Sultan, iin Europe, mehter instruments 

came to “symbolize the power of whomever they belonged to.”7 There are numerous accounts 

throughout the 15th and 16th centuries of kettledrums being used as the “prerogative of royalty 

and nobility,” like King Ladislaus of Hungary (1457) and Henry VIII (1542),8 as well as many 

guilds, such as Germany’s 1623 Imperial Guild of Trumpeters and Kettledrummers, held 

kettledrums and their players in high esteem and forbade non-guild members to perform on 

kettledrums.9 

As the Ottoman Empire began to decline in the sixteenth century due to economic 

difficulties, social unrest, failed reforms, and disastrous military excursions, sultans began giving 

away mehter ensembles and instruments to Western European countries as gifts.10 One such 

instance occurred when Sultan Mehmet IV gifted a full mehter ensemble to King Augustus II of 

Poland following the signing of a 1683 treaty which ended the Ottoman Empire’s second siege 

of Vienna.11 In the coming years, Prussia, Russia and Austria adopted mehter ensembles and 

                                                           
 
5 “Turkish Ottoman military band performs in Moscow’s Red Square.” Daily Sabah, August 28, 2017.  
6 Francis, Graeme. “European Cultural Appropriation of Percussion Instruments from the Ottoman Empire.” 

Dissertation, University of Texas, Austin, Texas, 2008, p. 5.  
7 Ibid, 11. 
8 Blades, Percussion Instruments and their History, pp. 226-227.  
9 Ibid, 228. 
10 Shaw, Stanford J. and Yapp, Malcolm E. “The Decline of the Ottoman Empire, 1566 – 1897.” Ottoman Empire. 

Encyclopædia Britannica, December 29, 2017.  
11 Blades, Percussion Instruments and their History, p. 29.  
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Turkish music practices, and by 1770, nearly all European army bands were utilizing Turkish 

percussion instruments and costumes.12 

Early examples of percussion instruments in orchestral works include Jean-Baptiste 

Lully’s opera Thésée (1675) that is credited with the first use of timpani, Henry Purcell’s The 

Fairy Queen (1692) that features the first known timpani solo, and French brothers Andre and 

Jacque Philidor’s marches for trumpets and kettledrums.13 

The assimilation of mehter ensembles into European military bands resulted in 

militaristic elements that were incorporated into European orchestral compositions. Pieces such 

as Haydn’s Symphony No. 100 “Military” (1794) and Beethoven’s “Wellington’s Victory” 

(1813) show early examples of the use of percussion instruments from the mehter ensemble 

(snare drum, bass drum, timpani, cymbals and triangle) with specific militaristic connotations.  

Percussion instruments were also used to express exoticism in a variety of settings as 

Europeans became caught up in the turquerie craze, which was a fascination with all things 

Turkish throughout the eighteenth century.14 Operas featuring “heroic Oriental romances [with] 

violence, unrestrained desire and religious conflict”15 became popular, and mehter instruments 

were used outside of the military setting to portray their exotic origins from the Ottoman Empire. 

This use of percussion for exoticism can be seen in Mozart’s Abduction from the Seraglio (1782) 

that included cymbals, drums, triangles, and piccolo flutes.16 

                                                           
12 Meyer, Eve R. "Turquerie and Eighteenth-Century Music." Eighteenth-Century Studies, vol. 7, no. 4 (1974): 474-

488, p. 485.  

 
13 Weinberg, “Module 3 Part 1” from Percussion History and Literature.  
14 Meyer, "Turquerie and Eighteenth-Century Music,” p. 474.  
15 Ibid, p. 474.   
16 “A Manifest of Love.” Mozart.com.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Th%C3%A9s%C3%A9e
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Percussion instruments eventually gained independence from their Turkish and 

militaristic roots, but throughout the late Baroque and Classical eras, they were used in 

compositions sparingly. Composers such as J.S. Bach, George Frederick Handel, Joseph Haydn, 

and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart used timpani (formerly known as kettledrums) merely to 

emphasize rhythmic accents and tutti textures.17 When Ludwig van Beethoven was composing 

(1700 - 1750), timpani were utilized as an independent voice within the orchestra, and later in the 

eighteenth century, Franz Schubert went so far as to write pitches in the timpani that would clash 

with the orchestra and create unique dissonances.18 

In the Romantic era, the use of percussion instruments in an orchestral setting was 

expanded substantially by Hector Berlioz, who believed that “every sonorous body employed by 

the composer is a musical instrument.”19 In his Treatise on Modern Instrumentation and 

Orchestration (1844), Berlioz addresses the then-current limitations of percussion writing and 

offers many innovative ideas for achieving new sounds for percussion instruments. Because 

percussion instruments offered numerous ways to “color the melody, harmony, and rhythm [and] 

produce peculiar impressions,”20 he went into much detail about a variety of percussion 

instruments including the timpani, glockenspiel, cymbals, snare drum, bass drum, gong, 

tambourine, triangle and Turkish crescent (known today as the Jingling Johnny).21 On timpani he 

describes the “audacious innovation”22 of having a third note in addition to the tonic and 

dominant for more chordal variety, and he advocates using various sticks and mallets to achieve 

                                                           
17 Weinberg, “Module 3 Part 1” from Percussion History and Literature.  
18 Ibid.  
19 Berlioz, Hector. A Treatise on Modern Instrumentation and Orchestration. London & New York: Novello, Ewer 

and Co., 1882, p. 4.  
20 Ibid, p. 4.  
21 Ibid, pp. 225-240.  
22 Ibid, p. 199.  
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different timbres and textures. These implements vary, including sticks with wooden ends, 

wooden ends covered with leather, and ends covered with sponge, and such descriptions can be 

seen in his Symphony Fantastique (1930)23 In Berlioz’s compositions, he further specifies 

distinct sounds by indicating timpani tuning changes, muffling, and stickings.  

Other Romantic era composers such as Wagner, Rimsky-Korsakov, Mahler, Debussy, 

Sibelius, Strauss, and Brahms expanded the use of percussion for expressive and colorful 

purposes. Percussion sections were expanded to six or seven people, and individuals were 

responsible for highly virtuosic and individualistic parts.24 Additionally, new, unique instruments 

were being added to the compositional lexicon for a diverse sonic environment, like a wind 

machine in Richard Strauss’s Don Quixote (1898) and sleigh bells in Mahler’s Symphony No. 4 

(1901). Wagner was particularly skillful in using percussion instruments to characterize on-stage 

actions for his epic operas; Das Rheingold (1854) represents dwarves hammering by striking 

anvils and Der fliegende Holländer (1840) correlates an anchor hitting the water with hitting a 

tam-tam.25 

The expansion of orchestral percussion continued into the twentieth century. Igor 

Stravinsky explored rhythm, and pieces from Stravinsky’s early compositional period such as 

Petroushka (1911), Rite of Spring (1913) and Les Noces (1923) feature varied rhythmic structure 

and lots of polymeters and polyrhythms.26 Stravinsky and Béla Bartók also brought an intimate 

knowledge of percussion instruments to their compositions (Stravinsky would buy his own 

percussion instruments and learn how to play them so that he knew how to effectively write for 

                                                           
23 Ibid, p. 214.  
24 Peters, Gordon B. The Drummer, Man: A Treatise on Percussion. Wilmette, Illinois: Kemper-Peters Publications, 

1975, p. 31.  
25Weinberg, “Module 3 Part 2” from Percussion History and Literature. 
26 Ibid.  



7 
 

them27), and they experimented with such “indispensable ingredients [i.e. percussion 

instruments] for the tone palette of their orchestrations.”28 Other composers such as Arnold 

Schoenberg, Maurice Ravel, and Sergei Prokofiev, and pieces such as Paul Hindemith’s 

Kammermusik No. 3 (1925) and Henry Cowell’s Ensemble (1925) show the increasing 

predominance of percussion writing in the orchestral setting. 29  

Another aesthetic development that directly affected the development of percussion in the 

twentieth century was futurism. This was an artistic movement that began with an essay by 

Filippo Tommaso Marinetti entitled Le Futurisme (1909) that described an “alternative lifestyle” 

in the arts, literature, philosophy and music whereby “sentimentality, traditional views of art, 

language, morality, and academic learning were rejected [while] speed, technology, and violence 

were advocated as the means of liberation from the past and the pathway to the future.”30 The 

movement grew from Marinetti’s desire to “discard art of the past and celebrate change, 

originality and innovation in [Italian] culture and society.”31 The emergence of futurism in music 

can be seen in Balilla Pratella’s Musica Futurista (1912) that rejects composers, symphonies, 

publishers and “the vegetating schools, conservatories and academies [which …] perpetuate 

traditionalism and combat any effort to widen the musical field.”32 Instead, Pratella encourages 

the “support and exaltation of everything in music that appears original and revolutionary.” 33  

This sentiment was further expressed by Italian painter Luigi Russolo in his The Art of 

Noise (1913). Russolo’s treatise was addressed to Batilla Pratella and outlined his thoughts on 

                                                           
27 Bridge, Robert. “L’Histoire du Soldat (The Soldier’s Tale): A Brief Historical Overview.” Sunyocc.edu, 1994. 
28 Blades, Percussion Instruments and their History, p. 412.  
29 Parker, Wesley. “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra.” Dissertation, Florida State 

University, Tallahassee, Florida, 2010, p. 7.  
30 Radice, Mark A. “’Futurismo:’ Its Origins, Context, Repertory, and Influence.” The Musical Quarterly, vol. 73, 

no. 1 (1989): 1-17, pp. 1-2.  
31 White, John J. “Futurism.” The Arts. Encyclopædia Britannica, November 30, 2016.  
32 Pratella, Balilla. The Manifesto of Futurist Musicians. 1912.  
33 Ibid.  
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replacing conventional harmony, melody, instruments and rhythm with noise that mimicked 

sounds of everyday life.34 He hoped to create a futurist orchestra to perform these sounds 

comprised of six categories:  

1. Roars, claps, noises of falling water, driving noises, bellows 

2. Whistles, snores, snorts 

3. Whispers, mutterings, rustlings, grumbles, grunts, gurgles 

4. Shrill sounds, cracks, buzzings, jingles, shuffles  

5. Percussive noises using metal, wood, skin, stone, baked earth, etc. 

6. Animal and human voices: shouts, moans, screams, laughter, rattlings, sobs35  

 

Russolo’s intonarumori (noise-organ) was a complex instrument he designed that was meant to 

replicate sounds from the “industrial landscape” as seen in Figure 1.1.36 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1 – Russolo’s intonarumori 

Though futurism never caught on as an actual music idiom, it introduced a new and 

important way of thinking: that noise and non-tonal sounds (i.e. percussion) could be considered 

music. After World War I, remnants of futurism could be seen in “machine music” that, like 

futurism, embraced everyday noises but included tonality and followed conventional orchestral 

                                                           
34 Parker, “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra,” p. 3. 
35 Russolo, Luigi. The Art of Noise (futurist manifesto, 1913). A Great Bear Pamphlet, 1967, p. 10.  
36 Parker, “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra,” p. 4. 
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forms.37 This genre was popular in the 1920’s and included pieces such as Pacific 231 (1924) by 

Arthur Honegger, Ballet Mécanique by George Antheil (1924), HP (1927) by Carlos Chávez, 

Dance of Steel (1927) by Serge Prokofiev, Skyscrapers (1927) by John Alden Carpenter and 

Symphony of Machines: Steel Foundry (1927) by Alexander Mosoly. 38 With prevalent 

percussion scoring throughout, these pieces draw particular attention to newfound and prominent 

use of percussion instruments.  

As percussion played a significant role in new, destructive musical genres of the early 

twentieth century, it also entered the realm of chamber music, which had formerly consisted 

mainly of string quartets, woodwind quintets or piano trios.39 Chamber pieces such as Historie 

du Soldat (1918) by Stravinsky (the first use of a multiple percussion set-up), Kammermusik No. 

1 (1922) by Paul Hindemith, La Creation du Monde (1923) by Darius Milhaud and Facade 

(1923) by William Walton featured the use of percussion instruments and showed a trend of 

composers “interested in percussion for its intrinsic value to their music.”40  

Finally, throughout the first half of the twentieth century, composers were fully 

embracing the emerging philosophy of modernism and breaking away from past traditions. 

Composers reacted against romanticism, impressionism and conventional musical styles by 

incorporating elements of jazz, Latin American musical characteristics and specifically non-

Western scales and microtones into their compositions.41 The first stand-alone percussion 

ensembles were a natural outgrowth from this experimentation, and composers were already 

familiar with the instruments due to their growing popularity in the orchestral setting.  

                                                           
37 Vanlandingham, Larry.  “The Percussion Ensemble:  1930-1945.”  Percussionist, (1971), p. 72. 
38 Ibid, p. 72.  
39 Weinberg, “Module 4” from Percussion History and Literature.  
40 Vanlandingham, Larry.  “The Percussion Ensemble: 1930-1945,” p. 73. 
41 Vanlandingham, Larry.  “The Percussion Ensemble: 1930-1945,” p. 74.  
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CHAPTER  2 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The History of Percussion Ensembles 

 

 

 
 Percussion ensembles emerged during the 1930’s – early 1940’s, and works such as 

Ritmicas No. 5 & 6 (1930) by Amadeo Roldán, Ionisation (1931) by Edgard Varèse, Toccata 

para instrumentos de percusión (1942) by Carlos Chávez, and October Mountain (1942) by Alan 

Hovhaness as well as numerous other pieces by the Pacific coast composer, such as John Cage 

and Henry Cowell, are among the earliest examples of pieces written solely for percussion 

ensembles, and they ushered in a new and exciting compositional medium.  

 Amadeo Roldán was an influential figure in the Latin American Renaissance, and he was 

responsible for incorporating indigenous instruments, African idioms, and elements of Cuban 

folklore into symphonic compositions.1 His Ritmicas No. 5 & 6 were part of a larger collection 

of Ritmicas based on Cuban folk dance rhythms that featured Cuban instruments such as claves, 

cowbells, maracas quijada (jawbone), bongos, timbales, bombos (large double-headed drum) and 

the marimbula (wooden box with pitched strips of metal).2 Though these movements were not 

the first to feature such Cuban instruments, they contained clear notations for the instruments so 

                                                           
1 “Culture.” Cuba. WebCite.com, 2009.  
2Hall, John R. Development of the Percussion Ensemble Through the Contributions of the Latin American 

Composers Amadeo Roldán, José Ardévol, Carlos Chávez, and Alberto Ginastera. Dissertation, Ohio State 

University, Columbus, Ohio, 2008, p. 24.  
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that “their technical possibilities and obtainable sounds [were revealed]” 3 and could be studied 

and utilized by other composers, such as Roldán’s contemporary Edgard Varèse in Ionisation.4 

  Written only one year after the Ritmicas, Ionisation became a tour de force within 

percussion ensemble literature, dwarfing everything that had come before it with its focus on 

timbre and density and disregard for melody and harmony.5 Varèse describes this focus in his 

The Liberation of Sound (1966): 

My fight for the liberation of sound and for my right to make music with any sound 

and all sounds has sometimes been construed as a desire to disparage and even to 

discard the great music of the past. But that is where my roots are. No matter how 

original, how different a composer may seem, he has only grafted a little bit of 

himself on the old plant. But this he should be allowed to do without being accused 

of wanting to kill the plant. He only wants to produce a new flower.6 

 

The piece is shaped by “highly characterized, sonically distinct groups of instruments,” (or 

“groups of affinity” as Steven Schick labels them) that interact with each other. 7 The goal of the 

piece is to reconcile these vastly different “groups of affinity” and work to find “common cause” 

in the musical landscape by the end of the piece.8 

Ionisation helped to popularize the emerging percussion ensemble genre, and Varèse’s 

detailed line-score notation and instructions on instruments (many of which were non-Western) 

and playing techniques educated others and provided a basis for future composers to draw upon.9   

                                                           
3 Hall, “Development of the Percussion Ensemble Through […] the Latin American Composers,” p. 31.  
4 Ibid, p. 33.  
5 Rosen, Michael. “A Survey of Compositions Written for the Percussion Ensemble.” Percussionist, (1967), p. 111.   
6 Varèse, Edgard and Wen-chung, Chou. “The Liberation of Sound.” Perspectives of New Music, vol. 5, No. 1 

(Autumn – Winter, 1966): 11-19, pp. 14-15.  
7 Schick, Steven. The Percussionist’s Art: Same Bed, Different Dreams. Rochester, New York: University of 

Rochester Press, 2006, p. 38.  
8 Ibid, p. 55.  
9 Rosen, “A Survey of Compositions Written for the Percussion Ensemble,” p. 111.  
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Toccata (1942) by Carlos Chávez was among the most performed percussion ensembles 

pieces of the 20th century, popularized no doubt by Chávez’s fame as a Mexican composer and 

government worker who championed the Mexican arts,10 and by premieres by major ensembles 

such as the Orquesta Sinfónia Nacional in Mexico in 1948 and the Los Angeles Symphony 

Orchestra in 1953, that gave legitimacy to the genre of percussion ensembles.11 Tambuco (1964) 

was another percussion ensemble piece by Chávez that has been performed and recorded 

numerous times.  

With 400 works ranging from operas and symphonies to choral and solo works, 

American composer Alan Hovhaness was an extremely prolific composer, and he deviated 

greatly from his contemporaries with a unique compositional voice influenced by religious 

aspects and Eastern culture and notably, Eastern rhythms.12 His October Mountain (1942) uses 

standard orchestral instruments (marimba, glockenspiel, timpani, tam-tam, gong tenor drum and 

bass drum) played in a conventional manner, but melodies in the piece are largely modal and 

rhythms are based on the Indian tala, a cyclic rhythmic pattern.13   

October Mountain, the Ritmicas, Ionisation, and Toccata were all individual but separate 

contributions to the early percussion ensemble genre. At the same time on the West Coast 

(1930’s – early 1940’s), a more organized series of percussion ensembles were being composed 

by John Cage, Lou Harrison, Johanna Beyer, William Russell, Ray Green and Gerald Strang. 

These percussionists and composers were drawn towards Henry Cowell and his periodical New 

Music Quarterly, which was dedicated to new composers and their compositions,14 and they got 

                                                           
10 Weinberg, “Module 5” from Percussion History and Literature.  
11 Hall, “Development of the Percussion Ensemble Through […] the Latin American Composers,”, p. 61.  
12 Moore, Joe W. III. “A Historical and Theoretical Look at the Percussion Ensemble Work ‘October Mountain’ by 

Alan Hovhaness.” Dissertation, Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 2014, p. 13.  
13 Ibid, p. 12. 
14 Keezer, Ronald. “A Study of Selected Percussion Ensemble Music.” Percussionist, (1970), p. 12.  
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together to discuss percussion writing and techniques and give “demonstrations, lectures, and 

performances concerned with percussion music.”15 

The two most influential composers from this Pacific group were John Cage and Lou 

Harrison. In their early careers, the two worked with dance programs, with Cage at the Cornish 

School in Seattle, Washington and Harrison at Mills College in Oakland, California. While at the 

Cornish School, Cage formed a percussion ensemble from students at the university and toured 

throughout the Northwest, performing music for the university’s dance group.16 Cage eventually 

met Harrison, and the two worked to complete the experimental percussion ensemble Double 

Music (1941).  

 Harrison was a prolific composer before and after he worked with Cage, and pieces such 

as Canticle No. 1 (1938), Canticle No. 3 (1941), and Fugue for Percussion Quartet (1942) were 

influenced by Oriental, American Indian, and South American music17 and contained a variety of 

common and unconventional non-pitched instruments to create melodies and themes.18 

Cage was similarly influenced by non-Western instruments and cultures, yet he also 

incorporated “found” objects, electronic devices and instruments, tapes and prepared piano in his 

compositions, and he also experimented with form by employing square root formulas and 

aleatoric or chance sections.19 Notable pieces by Cage include Quartet (1935), First 

Construction, in Metal (1937), Third Construction (1941), Imaginary Landscapes No. 1 (1941), 

Amores (1942), and Quartet for Twelve Tom-Toms (1943).20 Cage is recognized today as a “truly 

                                                           
15 Vanlandingham, Larry.  “The Percussion Ensemble: 1930-1945,” p. 11.  
16 Keezer, “A Study of Selected Percussion Ensemble Music,” pp. 15-16. 
17 Rosen, “A Survey of Compositions Written for the Percussion Ensemble,” p. 138. 
18 Vanlandingham, Larry.  “The Percussion Ensemble: 1930-1945,” p. 20.  
19 Keezer, “A Study of Selected Percussion Ensemble Music,” p. 16.  
20 Rosen, “A Survey of Compositions Written for the Percussion Ensemble,” p. 140.  
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inventive genius,”21 by expanding the “tonal spectrum of percussion ensemble” with countless 

instruments, sounds and timbres. 22 

Vanlandhingham describes these distinct stages of percussion ensemble development a: 

(1) the use of standard orchestral and indigenous percussion instruments (seen in the Latin 

American instrumentation of Roldán and Varèse); (2) a clear trend away from the use of standard 

percussion (the almost exclusive use of non-Western and “found” instruments by Cage and 

Harrison); and (3) a return to the almost exclusive use of standard percussion (seen in composers 

such as Chávez and Hovhaness).23 This early period was notable as these composers greatly 

expanded the range of timbre that could be produced and championed the percussion ensemble, 

inspiring later composers and ensuring that the genre would proliferate.  

During World War II percussion ensemble pieces were still being written, such as Cage’s 

Constructions (1939 – 1941) and Bartók’s Concerto for Two Pianos, Percussion and Orchestra 

(1940), but the volume of compositions thinned out considerably as marching drum ensembles, 

comprised of snare drums, bass drums, and cymbals, gained popularity due to prevalent military 

campaigns and military bands.24 This influx of marching repertoire led to the development of 

various marching ensembles that would later become drum & bugle corps, drumlines and 

marching bands seen in today’s competitive music environment.25 

In the 1950’s, there was a revival in the interest of percussion ensembles due to its 

inception in collegiate curricula. Until this point, percussion ensembles had existed in the 

professional setting, such as John Cage’s Percussion Group. Outside of composers and “highly 

                                                           
21 Keezer, “A Study of Selected Percussion Ensemble Music,” p. 16.  
22 William, Barry M. “The Early Percussion Music of John Cage 1935-1943.” Dissertation, Michigan State 

University, Lansing, Michigan, 1990, p. 2.  
23 Vanlandingham, Larry.  “The Percussion Ensemble: 1930-1945,” p. 123.  
24 Parker, “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra,” p. 9. 
25 Ibid, p. 9.  
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cultured musical circles,”26 there was no demand for percussion ensemble music, and publishing 

companies could not justify spending money to publish such compositions.27 

Percussion ensembles became revitalized when Paul Price introduced the first credited 

percussion ensemble at the University of Illinois in 1950. Though other universities such as 

Juilliard (with Morris Goldenberg) and Eastman (with William Street) had percussion ensembles, 

their repertoire consisted only of pop tunes and classical arrangements.28  

As part of the music curriculum at Illinois, the percussion ensemble gave concerts and 

performed for other music students, faculty, and the community, “aiding in [the acceptance of] 

percussion ensemble as a worthy form of chamber [music].”29 Price programmed classic works 

by early percussion composers and stirred interest in percussion among composers at the school 

and beyond,30 which continued when he taught at the Manhattan School of Music beginning in 

1957; he premiered and made recordings of hundreds of pieces, promoting composers to 

regularly send Price’s pieces with the hope that they would get premiered and/or published 

through Price’s two publishing companies: Music for Publishing and the Paul Price Music 

Publishing Company.31 

Other universities followed suit and began establishing percussion ensembles of their 

own. Gordon Peters recounts his own experiences in creating a percussion ensemble at the 

Eastman School of Music in The Drummer: Man, describing how it started off as a student-led 

                                                           
26 Parker, “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra,” p. 19. 
27 Ibid, p. 18.  
28 Weinberg, “Module 5” from Percussion History and Literature.  
29 Parker, “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra,” p. 19. 
30 Fairchild, Frederick D. “PAS Hall of Fame – Paul Price.” Pas.org. http://www.pas.org/about/hall-of-fame/paul-

price 
31 “Percussive Arts Society.” Pas.org. www.pas.org/ 

http://www.pas.org/about/hall-of-fame/paul-price
http://www.pas.org/about/hall-of-fame/paul-price
http://www.pas.org/
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marimba ensemble and eventually became a percussion ensemble with a formalized syllabus and 

rehearsal schedule. 32 

Percussion ensemble programs in higher education became more refined in 1986 when 

the Percussive Arts Society (“the world’s largest percussion organization and […] central source 

of information and networking”33) created a competition for high school and collegiate 

percussion ensembles to submit performances and be chosen to perform at the Percussive Arts 

Society International Convention. Now known as the International Percussion Ensemble 

Competition, its goal is to “encourage, promote, and reward musical excellence among middle 

school/junior high, high school and collegiate percussion ensembles,”34 and this has caused 

percussion ensembles to improve their technical and musical abilities. The competition is highly 

prestigious, and being chosen to perform at the convention signifies exceptional talent and 

performing ability.  

Today, percussion ensembles are a deeply integrated part of the collegiate experience, 

with many ensembles performing a variety of music, including the newly formed sub-genre of 

ensemble music entitled “percussion orchestra.” In addition to giving concerts, modern collegiate 

percussion ensembles perform and host various festivals, record CD’s, make music videos, and 

commission new works.  

Specific pieces and composers that came to popularity after the rise of percussion 

ensemble programs from the 1950’s onward include Alberto Ginastera’s Cantata para America 

Magica (1960); Steve Reich’s Drumming (1970 – 1971), Clapping Music (1972), Music for 

Pieces of Wood (1973), and Nagoya Marimbas (1994); Christopher Rouse’s Ogoun Badagris 

                                                           
32 Peters, The Drummer, Man, pp. 226 – 236.  
33 “Percussive Arts Society.” Pas.org.   
34 “Contests/Competitions.” Pas.org. http://www.pas.org/get-involved/contests-competitions   

http://www.pas.org/get-involved/contests-competitions
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(1976); Iannis Xenakis’s Pleiades (1978); Toru Takemitsu’s Rain Tree (1981); Tom Gauger’s 

Portico (1983); Nigel Westlake’s Omphalo Centric Lecture (1984), Dave Hollinden’s The Whole 

Toy Laid Down (1988); David Maslanka’s Crown of Thorns (1991), Hohner (2001); David 

Gillingham’s Stained Glass (1994); Raymond Helble’s Diabolic Variations (1986); Joseph 

Blaha’s The Night Watch (2001); and Eric Ewazen’s The Palace of Nine Perfections (2001).  

While these classics are still performed regularly, the newest wave of percussion 

ensemble composers work to create unique soundscapes and introduce new sounds and rhythms 

into their pieces. Composers include Andy Akiho, Michael Daugherty, Christopher Deane, Dave 

Hall, Dave Molk, Robert Hornstein, Francisco Perez, and David Skidmore. There are also 

numerous composer collaborations including the Living Room Music Composer Collective35 and 

Living Room Music that promote the creation of new percussion ensemble music.36 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
35 “Living Room Music Composer Collective.” Pasic.org. https://pasic.org/project/living-room-music-2017/   
36 “Randy Hostetler Livingroom Music Project.” Livingroommusic.org. www.livingroom.org/about/   

https://pasic.org/project/living-room-music-2017/
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CHAPTER  3 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Types of Modern Percussion Ensembles  

 

 

 
 One distinct aspect about percussion is that possibilities within a composition are nearly 

infinite. Other instrument families, with centuries of history and repertoire to rely on, have 

standardized instrumentation: a string quartet has two violins, viola and cello; a woodwind 

quintet has flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon and French horn; and a brass quintet has two trumpets, 

French horn, trombone, euphonium and tuba. Even without prior knowledge of the specific 

instrumentation, the term “brass quintet” at least dictates five instruments from the brass family.   

 Percussion, on the other hand, is quite elusive. To begin with, the title “percussion 

ensemble” itself does little to clarify all that the term encompasses. What can be considered 

percussion, and how many players constitute an ensemble? As we’ve seen with early percussion 

compositions, everything from orchestral percussion instruments rooted in the Janissary tradition 

to non-Western instruments and even household objects qualify as percussion instruments, and 

there is no set number of players in any given ensemble. 

 As such, many individuals have defined the percussion ensemble in simple terms to be 

inclusive. John Beck defines it as “the assemblage of percussionists and percussion instruments 
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to perform music written for them,”37 and Larry Vanlandhingham as “the term percussion 

ensembles shall refer to chamber music with centers on percussive instruments.”38  

 Some might argue that standardization does exist under the wide berth of the percussion 

ensemble. The Japanese performing troupe Kodō plays unison rhythms of taiko drums.39 A steel 

pan band typically consists of leads, double seconds, cellos and bass pans. In the marching 

activity, the battery typically contains five bass drums and a fluctuating number of snares, quad 

drums and cymbals while the front ensemble has any number of marimbas, vibraphones, 

xylophones, and various accessory instruments. But even within drumlines and other marching 

activities heavily steeped in codified military tradition, this standardization can be altered. 

Competitive marching organizations such as Drum Corps International and Winter Guard 

International push innovation and reward creativity, resulting in non-traditional instrumentations 

and set-ups. These and other examples demonstrate that there are few absolutes when it comes to 

percussion.  

 When approaching such an immense, catch-all genre of music, it is necessary to have 

some sort of organizing principle, and while there are numerous ways to categorize percussion 

ensemble music (C. Alan Publications, a leading percussion publishing company, sorts music on 

their website by new releases, difficulty, instrumentation, number of players, with soloist(s), 

holiday, and specific series40), this thesis categorizes by number of players into duet, chamber 

and percussion orchestra ensembles and will focus specifically on chamber ensembles.  

                                                           
37 Parker, “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra,” p. 31. 
38 Ibid, p. 31.   
39 Sliwinski, Adam. “Lost and Found: Percussion Chamber Music and the Modern Age.” In The Cambridge 

Companion to Percussion, edited by Hartenberger, Russell, 97-115. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016, 

p. 101.  
40 “C. Alan Publications.” C-alanpublications.com. http://c-alanpublications.com/percussion/  

http://c-alanpublications.com/percussion/
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 Duets consist of two players and are found in the educational and professional settings. 

They are often programmed on individual recitals as opposed to percussion ensemble concerts, 

and they allow for performers of all ages to collaborate with friends and increase their listening 

skills and musicality. Notable percussion duos include Maraca2 Percussion Duo (Tim Palmer 

and Jason Huxtable), Marimolin (marimbist Nancy Zeltsman and violinist Sharan Leventhal), 

and Meehan/Perkins Duo (Todd Meehan and Doug Perkins).   

   On the other end of the spectrum, percussion orchestra is the largest type of percussion 

ensemble. Wesley Parker goes into much detail about the creation and publication of early 

percussion orchestral works from Dr. Richard Gipson, a pioneer of the genre at the University of 

Oklahoma, in his dissertation “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra,” 

(2010). Dr. Gipson defines percussion orchestra as “a larger ensemble of eight or more players, 

[…of which] essentially three-quarters are keyboard instruments.”41 Further, individuals 

typically only play one instrument (or a few in the case of percussion accessories), and special 

care is given to orchestration in order to “cover the fullest range of notes possible.” 42 Dr. 

Campbell, professor of another prominent percussion orchestra at the University of Kentucky, 

notes that “Marimbas [are] scored like violins; glockenspiel, crotales, xylophone, vibraphones, 

chimes and timpani [are] used as winds; and lower strings and untuned percussion [are] a 

separate group.”43 

 There are many obstacles to overcome in dealing with percussion orchestra pieces. The 

sheer number of instruments needed to satisfy what is called for can sometimes hinder programs 

that are small or don’t have enough funding to procure the instruments. Like any orchestral 

                                                           
41 Parker, “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra,” p. 33. 
42 Ibid, p. 32. 
43 Ibid, pp. 36-37. 
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piece, there are numerous moving parts within a percussion orchestra piece, and students must 

have an intricate understanding of their own part in relation to the whole. These pieces are often 

conducted to help with often troublesome listening environments and distance-related issues.  

 Percussion orchestra pieces are typically played by advanced high school groups or 

universities, and there are few, if any, professional percussion orchestras. College programs that 

have produced notable recordings and output of percussion orchestra pieces include the 

University of Oklahoma, who pioneered the sub-genre with Dr. Richard Gipson, Texas Christian 

University with Dr. Brian West, and the University of Kentucky with Dr. James Campbell.44 It is 

difficult for a stand-alone percussion orchestra to exist on its own due to logistical and funding 

restraints.  

 One outlier to this trend is the Lone Star Percussion Ensemble, affiliated with the Lone 

Star Wind Orchestra. Founded in 2009 in Richardson, Texas, the fifteen-member ensemble is 

comprised of percussion professionals from the Dallas/Fort Worth area who rehearse and put 

together concerts that include duets, chamber pieces and percussion orchestra works. The 

ensemble is distinct because of its large roster of performers and lack of ties to any one 

university percussion program.45  

 Founding member and eventual musical director Brandon Kelly describes the continual 

struggles that the Lone Star Percussion Ensemble faces, including generating funds, obtaining 

instruments and rehearsal spaces, and coordinating rehearsals between fifteen individuals who all 

have regular jobs outside of the ensemble. While this ensemble shows that a stand-alone 

                                                           
44 Parker. “The History and Development,”. 35-37.  
45 Kelly, Brandon J. Interview with Brandon Kelly via text message. January 8, 2018. 
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percussion orchestra can exist outside of academia, Kelly emphasizes that it’s “incredibly 

difficult […] outside of high schools and colleges.”46   

 Representative percussion orchestra pieces include Crown of Thorns (1991) by David 

Maslanka; Symphony for Percussion (2008) by Eric Ewazen; Prelude to Paradise (2011) by 

Jacob Remington; Consider the Birds (2013) by Ryan George; I Ching (2014) by Dwayne Rice; 

and Slide (2016) by Dave Hall; and The Oklahoma University Percussion Press is one notable 

resource for percussion orchestra and other percussion ensemble pieces. It is a non-profit venture 

that sells pieces specifically commissioned for the Oklahoma University Percussion Orchestra 

and Ensemble as a “service to the profession,” to expand the repertoire.47 

 Finally, there are chamber ensembles and pieces. The term “chamber” originates from the 

Italian “da camera” in the seventeenth century. At the time, sonatas were a popular form of 

small-group instrumental music, with multiple movements that each had independent thematic 

material.48 The sonata da camera (chamber sonata) was a set of stylized dances, and the sonata 

da chiesa (church sonata) was a collection of abstract movements that could be used as 

substitutions in church or for private entertainment.49 Over time, distinctions between the two 

types of sonatas blurred, and the music became longer and more complex. Chamber pieces came 

to be understood as music that was played without a conductor, and this marks the distinction 

between orchestral pieces and allows a “sense of intimacy” to remain.50 

 The same holds true for chamber percussion pieces, which are unconducted and  

performed by a small group of performers (more than two to differentiate it from a duet and less 

                                                           
46 Ibid.   
47 “Our History.” Oupercussionpress.squarespace.com. http://oupercussionpress.squarespace.com/history/  
48 Burkholder, J. Peter; Grout, Donald J.; and Palisca, Claude V. A History of Western Music. 9th ed. New York: 

W.W. Norton, 2014, p. 392.  
49 Burkholder, A History of Western Music, p. 393.  
50 Sliwinski, “Lost and Found: Percussion Chamber Music and the Modern Age,” p. 101.  

http://oupercussionpress.squarespace.com/history/


23 
 

than eight to differentiate it from a percussion orchestra work). Options for instrumentation are 

unlimited, and there can be as few as one instrument per person, like in a marimba quartet, or 

numerous instruments per person as seen in John Cage’s Third Construction, in which player one 

alone is responsible for a Northwest Indian rattle, five graduated tin cans, three toms, claves, 

large Chinese cymbal, maracas, and teponaztli (slit drum).  

 Chamber pieces are found at the middle school, high school and collegiate levels, and 

like duets, they facilitate the growth of listening skills and communication, as players must learn 

how to keep a steady tempo and know their place in the music without help from a conductor. 

Chamber pieces are played regularly at summer festivals to promote new works from rising 

composers, and they allow participants to gain new musical insights that come from performing 

with individuals from different educational backgrounds and being coached by someone 

different than a school director/instructor. Examples of such festivals include Chosen Vale, 

Interlochen, Nief-Norf Summer Festival, Bang on a Can Summer Festival and Yellow Barn. 

 In the professional realm, chamber ensembles are comprised of the same group of 

individuals, as opposed to high school or collegiate percussion ensembles whose personnel is in 

constant flux due to graduating students. Chamber percussion ensembles are typically based out 

of one area where rehearsals are held and instruments are stored, and they travel around the 

country to give tours and clinics and conduct residences at various universities. In some 

instances, performing and traveling with a chamber percussion group can be the members’ full-

time jobs, but often members will have other jobs outside of their chamber percussion ensemble 

that might not necessarily even pertain to music.  
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CHAPTER  4 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The History of Chamber Ensembles  

 

 

 
 With the revival of percussion ensembles beginning the 1950’s in the United States and 

overseas, ensembles outside of academia began forming with regular personnel to commission 

and perform new works. Les Percussion de Strasbourg, the Eastman Marimba Masters, NEXUS, 

Blackearth Percussion Group, Percussion Group Cincinnati, Amadinda and other groups such as 

Kroumata (formed in 1978)1 helped to shape and solidify the early identity of chamber 

percussion ensembles.  

Based out of France, Les Percussions de Strasbourg began in 1959 when composer and 

conductor Pierre Boulez assembled a group of percussionists to conduct his piece Le Visage 

Nuptial.2 The group decided to form an ensemble, and with a “common innovative, will, and a 

strong friendship,”3 they preserved through early struggles of deciding how to manage 

themselves and choose what to perform among a limited amount of repertoire and instruments.  

After a successful first concert, the ensemble began touring across the globe and 

commissioning pieces from composers such as Olivier Messiaen, Karlheinz Stockhausen, and 

Iannis Xenakis. The ensemble has cycled through four generations of performers, and it is still 

active today, “constantly revisiting the contemporary heritage, innovating with the evolution of 

                                                           
1 “About Us.” Kroumata.se. http://www.eng-kroumata.sk-2.se/default.asp?pid=66   
2 “Bio.” Percussionsdestrasbourg.com. http://www.percussionsdestrasbourg.com/bio/history/   
3 Ibid.  

http://www.eng-kroumata.sk-2.se/default.asp?pid=66
http://www.percussionsdestrasbourg.com/bio/history/
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new technologies, […] and inventing and exploring the wide field of world percussion in the 21st 

century.”4 With over 1,600 concerts in over seventy countries, the ensemble maintains a 

repertoire of over 300 works, has over thirty recordings, and has received over thirty 

international prizes.5 

Les Percussions de Strasbourg works to further sound research and the development of 

new instruments, and they manage a unique “instrumentarium” with over 500 instruments.6 The 

ensemble also takes an active role in pedagogy and community outreach by offering 

masterclasses, creative workshops, concerts, educational concerts, and training for teachers.7 

 The Eastman Marimba Masters was formed in 1953 by Gordon Peters at the Eastman 

School of Music in Rochester, New York. With no percussion ensemble at the school, Peters and 

other advanced students assembled a marimba ensemble and put together a concert program 

from Clair Omar Musser’s Forster Series for Marimba Orchestra8, consisting of arrangements of 

classical orchestral works.9 Peters acted as a coach and conductor for the group, and their first 

concert on March 11th, 1954 garnered an attendance of 250 audience members and lots of 

positive feedback.10 

The founder of the Rochester Commerce Club attended the Eastman Marimba Masters’ 

inaugural concert, and he invited the ensemble to perform weekly at the Club’s luncheon 

events.11 Increased attention to the ensemble brought more performing opportunities, and the 

ensemble began appearing with professional groups such as the Buffalo and Rochester 

                                                           
4 “Bio.” Percussionsdestrasbourg.com. 
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid.   
7 Ibid.  
8 Parker, “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra,” Chapter 3. 
9 Peters, The Drummer, Man, pp. 220-221.  
10 Peters, The Drummer, Man, pp. 221, 223.  
11 Peters, The Drummer, Man, pp. 223.  
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Philharmonic throughout Rochester.12 The ensemble even made television appearances on 

Arthur Godfrey’s Talent Scouts and The Ed Sullivan Show.13 

Many members of the Marimba Masters went on to become prestigious performers and 

pedagogues, teaching numerous generations of successful musicians. Gordon Peters became the 

principal percussionist for the Chicago Symphony Orchestra and was part of that orchestra for 

more than forty years,14 and John Beck (a Marimba Master from 1953 – 1954) has been a faculty 

member of the Eastman School of Music since 1959.15 

Other accomplishments from the Marimba Masters include numerous contributions of 

original and transcribed works for marimba ensemble and opportunities for the creation and 

development of marimba ensembles at other universities. Peters put much thought and 

consideration into all aspects of the marimba ensemble, and his Drummer: Man includes specific 

attributes about coaching, mallet choice, various playing techniques, score notation, editing, and 

logistics for moving and performances.16 

David Eyler’s 1985 survey of higher education percussion curriculum17 showed that 72% 

of universities surveyed included a marimba ensemble in their program, even stating in his 

conclusion that “success of the Marimba Masters set a precedent of standardizing the marimba 

ensemble as a small chamber group capable of performing at the college level and [initiated] 

other college marimba ensembles.” 18 

                                                           
12 Calissi, Jeffrey L. “The Marimba Masters.” Dissertation, University of North Carolina at Greensboro, 

Greensboro, North Carolina, 2004, p. 7. 
13 Ibid, p. 7.  
14 “Celebrating the Marimba Masters.” Rochester Review. (January – February 2017): 59.  
15 “John Beck.” Esm.rochester.edu. https://www.esm.rochester.edu/faculty/beck_john/   
16 Peters, The Drummer, Man, pp. 237-249.  
17 Eyler, David. “The History and Development of the Marimba Ensemble and Its Current Status in College and 

University Percussion Programs.” Dissertation, Louisiana State University, 1985. 
18 Calissi, “The Marimba Masters,” pp. 34-35.  

https://www.esm.rochester.edu/faculty/beck_john/


27 
 

NEXUS is undoubtedly one of the most influential percussion ensembles the genre has 

ever witnessed. The ensemble is known for virtuosic playing, innovative new sounds (many of 

which are on non-Western instruments), diverse programming, numerous commissions to the 

percussion ensemble repertoire, the revival of ragtime xylophone music from the 1920’s, and 

improvisation outside of the realm of jazz.19 The ensemble’s premiere performance, a 120-

minute concert that was completely improvised using only non-Western instruments, was on 

Saturday, May 22nd, 1971 at Kilbourn Hall in the Eastman School of Music. 20 From this concert, 

the performers embarked on a journey that would span over forty years, bringing them 

international acclaim and a definitive role in shaping the legacy of the chamber percussion 

ensemble.  

The members of NEXUS came together during a time of major turmoil. In the 1960’s and 

1970’s, minority groups were demanding equal rights, and musicians were exploring the splinter 

that had formed from a break with traditional music and instruments in the 1950’s.21 Interest in 

new music genres and non-Western music and composers opened the door to endless musical 

opportunities, as seen in the minimalist works of La Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, and 

Philip Glass that rejected melodies in favor of short, repeated phrases that gradually change over 

the course of a piece.22 

From 1971 – 1982, the NEXUS ensemble was a sextet, comprised of members Bob 

Becker, Bill Cahn, Michael Craden, Robin Engelman, Russell Hartenberger and John Wyre. 

When Craden passed in 1982, the ensemble became a quintet. In 2003, Wyre was replaced by 

                                                           
19 “About.” Nexuspercussion.com. http://nexuspercussion.com/about/  
20 Piedra, Olman, E. “Creative Musical Improvisation in the Development and Formation of NEXUS Percussion 

Ensemble.” Dissertation, Bowling Green State University, Bowling Green, Ohio, 2014, p. ii.  
21 Waugh, Deborah. “NEXUS: Integrating Musical Tradition.” Dissertation, University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, 

China, 2006, p. 5. 
22 Ibid, p. 5.  
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Garry Kvistad who had formerly been in the Blackearth Percussion Group. The ensemble 

remained a quintet until 2009 when Robin Engleman retired, and it remains a quartet to this day. 

Various individuals have played regularly with the ensemble including Timothy Ferchen and 

Ryan Scott, and others, such as John Rudolph, Jason Trueting and former students of NEXUS 

members, fill in as needed.23 

The group’s contributions to the percussion ensemble genre include over twenty-five 

recordings, their own CD label, performances all over the world and with major symphonies 

(they were the first Western percussion group to perform in the People’s Republic of China), and 

performances of ensemble works that are the “canon of standard percussion literature wherever 

Western art is performed,” 24 such as works by Cage, George Hamilton Green, and Reich.25 

NEXUS has also recorded with many artists and composers for their CD’s, such as Toru 

Takemitsu’s From me flows what you call Time26 and more recently with Michael Burritt on his 

“Home Trilogy” for their CD Home.27 

The most unique feature of NEXUS was their early dedication to collective 

improvisation, which consisted of choosing instruments on which to perform and letting the 

“music really just […] play itself,” focusing on sound as the guiding factor and not groove.28 

Eventually, as the ensemble began to play more through-composed pieces and built up their 

repertoire, improvisation in concerts subsided,29 but not before leaving an indelible mark on the 

                                                           
23 Piedra, “Creative Musical Improvisation in the Development and Formation of NEXUS,” p. 34.  
24 “Facts.” Nexuspercussion.com. http://nexuspercussion.com/about/facts/  
25 Piedra, “Creative Musical Improvisation in the Development and Formation of NEXUS,” p. 43. 
26 “Toru Takemitsu’s ‘From me flows what you call Time’ – NEXUS with the Pacific Symphony – Sony SK 
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27 Feltmate, Peggy. “EXCITING NEWS! Our new HOME album is launched!” nexuspercussion.com. 
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29 Ibid, p. 43.   
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music community and introducing a practice that had seldom been seen in Western musical 

contexts.  

Deborah Waugh describes the impact of NEXUS’ improvisation in her dissertation 

“NEXUS: Integrating Musical Traditions” (2006): 

Through improvisation, the members of Nexus found their collective voice, a voice 

that gave them the freedom to be themselves. Each member wove his unique style 

into the collective whole, which gradually developed into a tapestry of individual 

interests, musical tastes, and personalities. A wide range of music emerged from 

this tapestry as the members explored different musical sounds, techniques, and 

traditions. Some of these traditions were from distant cultures whilst others were 

remnants of bygone eras; some became sources for collecting musical instruments 

whereas others became the subjects of life-long study. Nexus adopted a sympathetic 

and non-judgmental approach to these traditions and introduced many of them to 

the concert hall stage. In the process, it expanded the repertoire and scope of the 

percussion ensemble, which until that time had largely been confined to playing 

Western music on a limited and standard array of percussion instruments.30 

 

 NEXUS remains an active performing ensemble to this day, and it is an Ensemble in 

Residence at the University of Toronto.31 Moreover, many young musicians use NEXUS as a 

“more general musical resource” for percussion endeavors, as individual NEXUS members have 

contributed much knowledge and expertise to the music community, writing articles on 

“improvisation, historical traditions, rhythm and meter, acoustics, and compositional trends.”32  

One especially notable resource is The NEXUS Blog, found on their NEXUS website33. 

It is updated regularly by each member of the group and provides information on upcoming 

events, awards the group or individuals have received as well as personal accounts, reflections, 

and thoughts about various percussion topics. With hundreds of entries, the blog is an incredibly 
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useful deposit of primary sources and historical accounts for one of the greatest chamber 

percussion groups in the history of chamber percussion ensembles.  

 The Blackearth Percussion Group (BPG) was another incredibly influential and early 

chamber percussion ensemble. Formed in 1972 and disbanded in 1979, the original members of 

the group were Chris Braun, Garry Kvistad, Rick Kvistad, Allen Otte, and Michael Udow, 

followed by additional members James Baird, Stacey Bowers, and David Johnson. The group 

eventually whittled down to just a trio consisting of Stacey Bowers, Garry Kvistad, and Allen 

Otte.34 

 BPG formed to perform and advocate for new percussion ensemble music.35 Members of 

the group were unhappy with the amount of contemporary repertoire at the time and 

performances of such works that were at an “inferior level.”36 In their efforts to rectify these 

issues in the 1970’s, they bolstered a considerable amount of performances and teaching 

experience, with their residency at Northern Illinois University in 1973 marking the first time 

that a chamber percussion ensemble had held a residency position at a university.37  In total, BPG 

taught for seven years in academia, holding positions at the University of Illinois-Urbana-

Champaign and the College-Conservatory of Music in Cincinnati. The ensemble was also 

responsible for numerous commissions, thirty-eight world premieres, three recordings, and 157 

concerts throughout North America and Europe.38  

 BPG was also innovative and experimental, performing complex works by memory and 

incorporating film, electronics, theatrical idioms, and homemade and vintage instruments into 

                                                           
34 Kvistad, Garry. “Blackearth Percussion Group Retrospective at PASIC 16 in Indianapolis.” Nexuspercussion.com. 

http://nexuspercussion.com/2017/01/18346/   
35 Parker, “The History and Development of the Percussion Orchestra,” p. 19. 
36 Ibid, p. 20. 
37 Ibid, p. 20.   
38 Kvistad, “Blackearth Percussion Group Retrospective at PASIC 16 in Indianapolis.” Nexuspercussion.com.  

http://nexuspercussion.com/2017/01/18346/
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performances.39 The ensemble played a wide range of minimalist works and pieces with 

improvisation and micro-tonality, and they are credited with “rediscovering” Third Construction 

by John Cage, performing it often in domestic and international concerts.40 BPG was recently 

recognized at the 2016 Percussive Arts International Society in a session titled “Blackearth 

Percussion Group Retrospective 1972 – 1979,” where members from the group told stories from 

the ensemble’s hey-day and performed two pieces. 41 

 BPG dissolved during their last residency at the College-Conservatory of Music in 

Cincinnati. Members were frustrated with the heavy teaching load that was curtailing their 

rehearsal and performance opportunities, and Allen Otte aside, members did not want to pursue 

more residencies.42 Though short-lived, BPG was an influential ensemble of the time that 

worked to improve the quality of chamber percussion ensembles and expose the genre to 

audiences around the world. The ensemble lives on through recordings and pieces commissioned 

through the group.  

 The Percussion Group Cincinnati was founded in 1979 after Stacey Bowers and Garry 

Kvistad left the Blackearth Percussion Group at the College-Conservatory of Music in 

Cincinnati. Allen Otte, the lone holdout from the dissolved BPG, endeavored to continue 

teaching at the university and formed a new ensemble with James Culley and William 

Youhass.43 After Youhass left in 1985, his position was filled by Jack Brennan until 1987, 

followed by Bejnamin Toth until 1992 and finally Russell Burge, who is presently in the 

ensemble along with Culley and Otte.44  

                                                           
39 Ibid.  
40 Ibid.   
41 “Blackearth Percussion Group.” Pasic.org. https://pasic.org/artists/blackearth-percussion-group-2016/ 
42 Kernan, Thomas J. “The Percussion Group Cincinnati: A History of Collaboration between Ensemble and 

Composer.” Dissertation, University of Cincinnati, Cincinnati, Ohio, 2010, p. 96.  
43 Ibid, p. 11.   
44 Ibid, p. 101.   

https://pasic.org/artists/blackearth-percussion-group-2016/
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 In addition to teaching university students at the Cincinnati College-Conservatory of 

Music as Artists-in-Residence, Percussion Group Cincinnati has performed throughout America, 

Europe, and Asia, and they offer a variety of concert programs, including chamber music 

concerts with works by Cage, Reich, Harrison and original compositions; orchestral concertos; 

children’s concerts; and masterclasses, workshops and demonstrations.45 

 What sets the Percussion Group Cincinnati apart from other chamber ensembles is their 

ongoing collaboration with composers; over the course of thirty years, the ensemble has worked 

with over fifty composers to generate more than seventy pieces, many of which form the 

ensemble’s main repertoire.46 The ensemble’s intention was not merely to have a substantial 

repertoire to select from though; “they desired a process in which to be co-conspirators [with 

composers.]”47  

Interviews with members of the group by Thomas Kernan as part of his dissertation “The 

Percussion Group Cincinnati: A History of Collaboration between Ensemble and Composer” 

describe instances of spending much time with composers at the university and more prominent 

composers such as Mark Saya and John Cage.48 The interviews relate many stories from the 

members of working with composers in a variety of settings: explaining what sounds could be 

achieved out of certain instruments, adjusting tempos and working through feedback from the 

composers. 

Because Percussion Group Cincinnati partners so closely with composers, their 

commissioned pieces are often “very personalized,”49 and as a result they rarely enter into the 

                                                           
45 “Info.” Pgcinfo.com. http://www.pgcinfo.com/Info.html   
46Kernan, “The Percussion Group Cincinnati,” p. iii.  
47 Ibid, p. 99.  
48 Ibid, pp. 102 – 472. 
49 Ibid, p. 109. 

http://www.pgcinfo.com/Info.html
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percussion ensemble canon.50 Though they might not hold the same illustrious status as NEXUS, 

the Percussion Group Cincinnati presents a different approach to contemporary music 

composition, one that extends beyond the commissioning process and fosters a “creative process 

predicated on cooperation toward a shared goal.”51 The ensemble is an important example of 

how performers themselves can be proactive in “conceiving and crafting the repertoire”52 instead 

of simply playing what gets written for them. 

 Since their inception in 1984, the Hungary-based ensemble Amadinda has focused on 

performing classic works and commissioning new ones. Members Zoltán Rácz, Zoltán Váczi, 

Aurél Holló, and Károly Bojtos have stuck faithfully to their original mission, performing on 

four continents, collaborating with numerous non-Western composers, and releasing numerous 

recordings and CD’s, one collection of particular note being the complete works of John Cage on 

six CD’s.53 

 Their mission statement, posted on their website, later expanded to include three new 

goals: (1) research of traditional percussion culture, (2) composition of new music by the 

members of the ensemble, and (3) transcriptions of classical music.54 With all tenets of their 

mission statement, Amadinda represents the ideal chamber percussion ensemble – paying 

homage to various world cultures and the history of percussion ensembles while innovating the 

genre by creating new works. In many instances, these goals are achieved through a globalized 

solution, combining various cultures and ideas, as seen in the program notes for Amadinda 

member Aurél Holló;s piece “José / beFore John 5:” 

                                                           
50 Ibid, p. iv.   
51 Ibid, p. iv.   
52 Kernan, “The Percussion Group Cincinnati,” p. iv.  
53 “Home.” Amadinda.com. www.amadinda.com/html/AMADINDA.en.home.index.html 
54 Ibid.   

http://www.amadinda.com/html/AMADINDA.en.home.index.html
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[…] Most of these figures are based on the traditional xylophone music of Africa. 

The players use techniques of amadinda and akadinda (traditional percussion 

instruments from Uganda) yet the scale they cover is typically flamenco-like at the 

same time. In the end these two players sound a real guitar as well, with the same 

technique. This rhythmical-melodic source is enriched by the playing of two other 

musicians who create many interesting and exciting sounds for example with the 

Spanish cajon or the favourite instrument of Gypsy folk music, the simple sheet-

iron can and many more.55 

 

 Amadinda continues to hold an active performing career, making several appearances at 

the Percussive Arts Society International Convention and giving masterclasses at numerous 

universities. Their contribution to the scene of early chamber percussion ensembles is one of 

variety and diversity. With such a wide berth of repertoire and zeal for all aspects of percussion 

ensemble, Amadinda is a remarkable chamber percussion ensemble that has inspired numerous 

musicians and ensembles in its wake.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
55 Program Notes, José/before JOHN5, Holló Aurél, 2000.  
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PART II 

Today, there exists a second wave of chamber percussion 

ensembles who, like their predecessors, recognize the unique 

position of percussion ensemble as a young and still-

emerging art form and are constantly looking for new ways 

to bring innovation into their music. 

 

The second part of this research focuses specifically on 

modern professional chamber percussion ensembles. It will 

further describe professional chamber ensembles and utilize 

information from actual chamber ensembles to understand 

how they operate on a day-to-day basis. It will then look at 

how chamber ensembles interact with the music community 

and community-at-large to support the assertion that they are 

indeed important for the music community. 
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CHAPTER  5 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Survey 

 

 

 
 Because percussion ensembles are relatively young, many “movers and shakers” of the 

genre are still alive today, and they are highly accessible due to increased technological 

capabilities that were unheard of even decades ago such as wireless calling, email, and text 

messaging. To investigate why chamber ensembles are important for the musical community, an 

online survey was created to capture these amazing first-hand accounts and allow for these 

ensembles to describe their activities and philosophies on music in their own words.  

 The first step in designing this survey was figuring out who these ensembles are. While 

two or three groups have gained such a national reputation that they are synonymous with the 

term “chamber percussion ensemble,” countless other ensembles that are providing the same 

level of creative output with less renown.  

A comprehensive list of professional chamber percussion ensembles was created by 

utilizing online sources, such as past performance schedules from the Percussive Arts Society 

International Convention as well as sponsored artists/ensembles from various percussion 

instrument and implement manufacturers (Innovative Percussion Vic Firth, Pearl, Adams, 

Zildjian, Remo and Dream Cymbals and Gongs, among others).  

 From there research was done into the ensembles to exclude those with niche repertoire 

(only world/ethnic pieces or original rock-influenced pieces) or unique ensemble structure 
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(sporadic, seasonal performances or highly advanced collegiate ensembles with rotating 

personnel) from the scope of this research. Chamber ensembles that played a significant role in 

the development of chamber percussion ensembles were also categorized separately (see 

“History of Chamber Ensembles” on page 25). 

 Twenty-three ensembles were deemed viable for the survey, and an email introduction 

was crafted that contained a description of the research and an invitation to fill out an online 

survey using the SurveyMonkey survey software (see Appendix A on page 57).  

Though nearly all percussionists have had some sort of experience playing chamber 

music, these experiences most likely took place in an academic setting. Because professional 

chamber percussion ensembles operate differently than academic ensembles, particularly with 

funding and logistics, questions at the beginning of the survey focused on how ensembles 

operate on a day-to-day basis regarding commissioning, funding, logistics, and awards and 

residencies. The latter part of the survey contained big-picture questions that asked what sorts of 

activities these ensembles perform for the community and why they think these activities are 

important.  

Due to difficulties in locating contact information and technical issues with email, only 

nineteen groups were sent an email with a link to take the survey, and seven ensembles ended up 

completing the survey.   

Many of the surveyed ensembles formed from sharing common interests in percussion 

music and being physically together to explore and develop these interests. Excelsis Percussion 

came together to create an all-female percussion ensemble while Sō Percussion wanted to 

commission new pieces of music. Many members of these ensembles met during their 

undergraduate or graduate degrees, and they had the opportunity to play together in academic 
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settings to get to know each other’s personalities and musical interests. The members of 

Up/Down Percussion for example, who met during their undergraduate studies at Columbus 

State University, describe that they had “remarkable chemistry as a quartet, so it seemed 

inevitable that we would take a crack at forming a group.”1  

The creation of a professional chamber ensemble mixes business aspects with artistic 

endeavors. There is no one resource that describes exactly how to go about forming a chamber 

ensemble, and Jason Treuting from Sō Percussion describes how the process is almost entirely 

“do-it-yourself”2. Difficulties that he and other ensembles had to consider in their early stages 

include gaining funding, acquiring instruments, procuring storage and rehearsal spaces, figuring 

out logistics when traveling, scheduling around members who live in different cities, and 

coordinating manpower to accomplish tasks.  

A mission statement can help pare down a large to-do list, and it is such a valuable 

guiding force that all surveyed ensembles report having one. When an ensemble is first starting 

out, a mission statement can navigate ensembles towards what they want to do, helping to choose 

between “infinite possibilities of activities [the ensemble] could dedicate time to.”3 A mission 

statement can also help alleviate some of the obstacles described above since some ensembles’ 

mission statements describe specific musical goals that can lead to informed decisions about 

repertoire, venues and future projects.4 line upon line percussion describes that their mission 

statement is “the ‘why’ […] that describe the ‘how’ and what:”5 

 

                                                           
1 “Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, various.  
2 Ibid.  
3 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, various.  
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid.   
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sharing work we love in welcoming atmospheres 

championing the composer’s craft 

creating and collaborating both intra- and inter- disciplinarily 

pursuing newness and freshness  

sharing experiences and perspectives 

 

Additionally, as ensembles grow and evolve, so too should their mission statements to better 

reflect an ensemble’s most current interests. Sō Percussion describes their mission statement as a 

“touchstone,” rewriting it every few years with their Board of Directors to renew the ensemble’s 

core beliefs and better understand their goals.6 

 Many professional chamber percussion ensembles are committed to supporting new 

music and rising composers through the process of commissioning, in which a composer is paid 

by an individual, group of individuals (known as a consortium), ensemble or organization to 

write a brand-new piece of music.7 Bringing a new piece of music to fruition is very 

collaborative; all seven surveyed ensembles say they begin the commissioning process with a 

composer in mind rather than a type of piece they want to play.8  

Many ensembles will engage with a composer that they know personally as a friend or 

colleague or from past experience with his or her work.9 Third Coast Percussion has an 

Emerging Composers Partnership whose goal is to “connect composers at an early stage in their 

career with professional performers in a meaningful collaborative experience.”10 Chamber 

ensembles also find composers to commission simply by constant searching; Sō Percussion 

                                                           
6 Ibid.  
7 “About Commissioning.” Carlschroeder.com. http://www.carlschroeder.com/commissions.html  
8 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, various. 
9 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, various. 
10 “TCP Emerging Composers Application.” Thirdcoastpercussion.com. 

http://thirdcoastpercussion.com/education/emerging-composers-partnership/   

http://www.carlschroeder.com/commissions.html
http://thirdcoastpercussion.com/education/emerging-composers-partnership/
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consider candidates on how well the ensemble “sympathize[s] with the composers’ voice on a 

personal level and [the] synergy of the [composer’s] work with our basic mission.”11 

 Six out of the seven survey ensembles said that cost of commissioning a piece of music 

can sometimes deter these ensembles from going through the process,12 and prices depend on a 

variety of factors including the composer’s reputation, length of the piece, and deadlines to have 

the work completed. Once a commission has been set up, five out of the seven survey ensembles 

reported that they give specific parameters to composers to give more direction in the 

composition. For instance, an ensemble that plans to take the commissioned piece of music on 

tour might ask that the instrumentation be limited to items that are easily transportable.   

Funding for a chamber ensemble is also crucial for its success, and nearly every surveyed 

ensemble mentioned it as an obstacle to overcome at their inception. Five out of the seven 

surveyed ensembles are nonprofit 501(c)(3) organizations (one of which is Canadian), which are 

charitable organizations who have the ability to receive tax-deductible contributions.13  

In a phone interview with Up/Down Percussion’s manager, Jessica Griggs, she described 

how it is difficult for beginning ensembles to jump directly to nonprofit status, as there are 

numerous requirements such as having Board of Directors and a certain amount of income.14 

Instead, many ensembles will take an intermediary step like becoming a Limited Liability 

Company (LLC), which is a private company with a business structure.15 It can also be difficult 

to organize funding for an ensemble because few universities offer music business classes or 

                                                           
11 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, various. 
12 Ibid.  
13 “Exemption Requirements – 501(c)(3) Organizations.” Irs.gov. https://www.irs.gov/charities-non-

profits/charitable-organizations/exemption-requirements-section-501c3-organizations  
14 Griggs, Jessica. Interview with Jessica Griggs via cell phone. November 13, 2017 
15 “Limited Liability Company (LLC)” irs.gov. https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-

employed/limited-liability-company-llc   

https://www.irs.gov/charities-non-profits/charitable-organizations/exemption-requirements-section-501c3-organizations
https://www.irs.gov/charities-non-profits/charitable-organizations/exemption-requirements-section-501c3-organizations
https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed/limited-liability-company-llc
https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed/limited-liability-company-llc
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teach financial planning that relates to music; Griggs mentions that an alternative solution can be 

to seek out established ensembles and learn how they initially managed their assets.16 

Many chamber ensembles fund specific projects and supplement their income by 

applying for grants that come from a variety of arts organizations and government institutions. 

Though the majority of the surveyed ensembles derive their main source of income from concert 

revenue, six out of the seven ensembles also apply for grants. 17 The chart below consists of 

Third Coast Percussion’s breakdown of grant and shows that there are many sources of grants 

that can be used for various activities.18 

 

Figure 2.1 – Breakdown of Third Coast Percussion’s Grants 

 Professional chamber percussion ensembles can promote themselves and raise visibility 

by traveling on tour to other parts of the country and giving clinics and performances. Six out of 

the seven surveyed ensembles give performances, clinics, masterclasses and other educational 

                                                           
16 Griggs, Interview, November 13, 2017.   
17 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, various.  
18 Ibid.  

Third Coast Percussion 

Grants for General Operations 

The Aaron Copland Fund for Music  

The Alice M. Ditson Fund 

Alphawood Foundation Chicago 

The Amphion Foundation, Inc.  

Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation 

Richard H. Driehaus Foundation  

Grants for Specific Projects 

Barlow Endowment Education Grant  

CMA 

Elizabeth F. Cheney Foundation  

The Koussevitzky Music Foundation 

MAP Fund 

The Natioanl Endowment for the Arts  

New Music USA 

Miscellaneous Grants from 

City & State Arts Agencies 

City of Chicago CityArts Grant Program 

The Illinois Arts Council Agency  
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events on the road. When performing a recital on tour, three chamber ensembles have 

predetermined sets of pieces while four ensembles set no restrictions for the recital’s repertoire. 

Excelsis Percussion for instance has four similar versions for program repertoire:19 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2 - Predetermined Setlists for Excelsis Percussion 

Preparing and rehearsing for performances and traveling can present many logistical 

struggles. Though Third Coast Percussion and Sō Percussion have some full- and part-time staff, 

members are still responsible for various administrative duties. Members of Sō Percussion 

complete the same tasks they did before having a full-time staff such as seeking gigs, scheduling 

and operations,20  while the four members of Third Coast Percussion hold the positions of 

Executive Director, Development Director, Finance Director and Technical Director that each 

have distinct roles.21 line upon line percussion has one part-time office manager, but they and the 

remaining ensembles are completely in charge of dividing up and executing responsibilities.22 In 

addition to the responsibilities devoted to a chamber ensemble, many members also have 

separate jobs outside of the ensemble, some of which that are not even related to music.  

                                                           
19 “Programs.” Excelsispercussion.com. https://www.excelsispercussion.com/programs   
20 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, Q17. 
21 Ibid.  
22 Ibid.  

Excelsis Percussion  
Version #1 Version #4 

Babybot by Andrea Mazzariello Covers of Bjork songs  

Another Night by Dave Molk Another Night by Dave Molk 

Ringpop by Isaac Jones  Ringpop by Isaac Jones  

  Terminal 4 by Bobby Previte  

Intermission   

    

Capillary Waves by Quinn Collins   

Selections from Threads by Paul Lansky    

Covers of Bjork songs    

https://www.excelsispercussion.com/programs
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Figure 2.3 – Comparison of Ensemble Salary vs. Outside Job 

With so many activities to juggle, many ensembles plan and schedule well in advance of 

rehearsals and performances, sometimes up to six-to-twelve months in advance to ensure that 

“everyone’s individual lives and careers are respected, while also not jeopardizing potential work 

for the ensemble.”23 Some ensembles also limit the amount of time that they are out of town, 

specifically reserve dates for vacations, and consider trips that would allow entire families to 

travel together.24   

One last aspect to consider for professional chamber percussion ensembles is how, if at 

all, awards and distinctions alter an ensemble’s schedule and touring activities. Five out of the 

seven surveyed ensembles did not see a correlation between the two topics. TorQ Percussion 

Ensemble includes the descriptions of smaller awards in their bio25, and Third Coast Percussion 

believes that awards can “help build momentum [and] provide opportunities.”26 

                                                           
23 Ibid, Q16, Architek Percussion.  
24 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, Q16. 
25 Ibid, Q18, TorQ Percussion Ensemble.  
26 Ibid, Q16, Third Coast Percussion 

Ensemble Salary from the Ensemble?  Outside Job?  

Third Coast Percussion Yes No 

Sō Percussion  Yes No 

Excelsis Percussion Yes Yes 

line upon line percussion Yes Yes 

Architek Percussion No Yes 

Up/Down Percussion No Yes 

TorQ Percussion Ensemble No Yes 
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CHAPTER  6 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The Importance of Modern Chamber Ensembles  

 

 

 
 Professional chamber percussion ensembles are important for the musical community and 

society-at-large because they embody the spirit of music through their activities of 

commissioning new music, creating recordings of pieces and providing community outreach. 

This next section will examine each tenet in detail and reference additional ensembles that 

accomplish these tasks but did not participate in the survey.  

 

Commissioning  

 The process of commissioning involves working with composers to bring beauty into the 

world through new creations that reflect the current times. At its most basic level, commissioning 

is beneficial and even vital for the percussion community because of how young the genre is.  

 Any type of percussion ensemble (duets, chamber pieces and percussion orchestra works) 

has had to compete with centuries worth of chamber works for woodwind quintets, brass 

quintets, and the monolith of all chamber music: string quartets. With the percussion genre 

having barely eclipsed its first hundred years, any new contributions to the genre are welcomed 

and can be extremely beneficial. line upon line percussion captures the essence of 

commissioning as “no new music = no innovation = dying art form.”1 

                                                           
1 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, Q20, line upon line percussion.  
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 New pieces for percussion chamber ensembles also play a significant role in education. 

Often, high school and university percussion ensemble programs are constantly searching for 

new music to play for themselves, and pieces that are premiered by professional chamber 

ensembles will eventually trickle down and get played in the academic setting. While performing 

in percussion ensemble is an enjoyable experience, it also provides an incredibly instructive 

learning environment. Preparing music in percussion ensemble apart from orchestra or wind 

ensemble allows students to receive specialized instruction from an actual percussion instructor, 

and studies show that students will “show more performance progress through small group 

performance than if simply continuing to work out in the large ensemble,” because they receive 

more feedback in smaller groups. 2 

 More specifically, students who participate in percussion ensemble can perform 

canonical percussion works that correlate to the history and development of percussion and 

expose them to extended techniques and musical situations not available in large ensemble 

settings.3 Further, as percussion itself is an innovative musical genre, with an endless array of 

instruments and compositional possibilities, students have the opportunity to “confront [their] 

own prejudices and conceptions about ‘what is music,’ […] and expand their musical palate.”4  

Percussion ensemble also grants the opportunity for percussionists to feel “musically 

comparable to non-percussionists;”5 gain a source of pride and comradery from working together 

to learn, rehearse and perform works; and increase self-esteem that in turn boosts the academic 

percussion ensemble’s self-worth.6 These experiences also build a pedagogical foundation that 

                                                           
2 Arnold, Benjamin J. “The Development of the Collegiate Percussion Ensemble: Its History and Educational 

Value.” Dissertation, Boston University, Boston, Massachusetts, 2016, p. 22.  
3 Ibid, p. 48.  
4 Ibid, p. 49.   
5 Ibid, p. 54.   
6 Arnold, “The Development of the Collegiate Percussion Ensemble,” p. 29.  
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future educators can draw from to create strong percussion ensemble programs at their own 

middle and high schools that will translate to better musicians in the long run. All of these 

advantages are made possible by performing pieces that are commissioned by professional 

chamber percussion ensembles.  

Commissioned music also builds a sense of self-worth within the professional chamber 

ensemble.  They feel a sense of ownership in the ability to “put a stamp” 7 on these pieces, and an 

extensive list of commissioning projects highlights an ensemble’s accomplishments and 

diversity.8 

 One of the most influential aspects of new music is its ability to comment on current 

times and show different ways of experiencing and understanding life.9 Up/Down Percussion 

describes it as such, “Music reflects the times that we live in. As an art form it allows for 

alternative depictions of contemporary anxieties and events. It represents an opportunity to 

develop communities amongst groups of people that may not see other kinds of common 

ground.”10 For Architek Percussion, commissioning new music is a chance to directly promote 

Canadian culture by collaborating with Canadian artists and highlighting “Canadian artistry.”11 

They are then able to raise awareness about these works through domestic and international 

performances.12 

 A final aspect about professional chamber ensembles commissioning music is the 

collaborative process itself between composer and commissioner, as seen in Percussion Group 

Cincinnati.13 Though not all modern chamber percussion ensembles share such close 

                                                           
7 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, Q20, Sō Percussion 
8 Ibid, Q20, TorQ Percussion Ensemble.  
9 Ibid, Q20 Third Coast Percussion.   
10 Ibid, Q24, UpDown Percussion.  
11 Ibid, Q20, Architek Percussion.   
12 Ibid.  
13 Kernan, “The Percussion Group Cincinnati,” p. iv.  
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relationships as the Percussion Group Cincinnati did to its composers, the process of 

commissioning itself can be worthwhile for modern ensembles that personally know their 

composers and want to champion their “new music, sounds, and ideas [which] inspire new ways 

of thinking, experiencing and understanding life.”14  

 

Recording 

 Like other artists from all styles of music, professional chamber percussion ensembles 

record their work and release CD’s and videos of projects they have been working on. In one 

sense, ensembles record pieces to capture versions that have no errors and display their ideal 

interpretations that might not necessarily ever happen during live performances.15 

 Such recordings can be extremely useful for other percussionists playing the same 

ensemble to clear up any vague or ambiguous notations in the music and get a sense of the 

piece’s overall picture. Videos are especially useful for percussionists to see the sticking for a 

particular passage of music or understand how a transition is made when playing multiple 

instruments.  

 In another, deeper sense, professional chamber percussion ensembles record music to 

reach more audiences and share their passion for music with others. Whereas in the past, a large 

geographical distance might have prevented an individual from seeing an ensemble’s 

performance, the internet has removed this barrier and opened the floodgates for information to 

flow directly from artist to viewer. Individuals can access music in a variety of formats on a 

variety of platforms, many for free including an ensemble’s official website, YouTube, 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Vimeo, and Sound Cloud.    

                                                           
14 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, Q20, Third Coast Percussion.  
15 Ibid, Q21, Third Coast Percussion.   
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 Documentation is also essential for posterity within the musical community. Recorded 

pieces create a legacy not only for the piece but for the composer and ensemble as well, because 

they will undoubtedly extend “beyond a handful of [live] performances.”16 Recordings can also 

inform audiences about the type of work that an ensemble is doing and the direction that the 

ensemble is headed. The Up/Down Percussion ensemble began performing together in 2013, and 

their first large project has been to record an album Roots and fundraise through the internet 

website Kickstarter.17 Though the ensemble is young, this album shows a desire to establish 

themselves among other professional chamber groups by creaing an identity as a highly polished 

and skilled ensemble through their first album.   

 The advent of technology also legitimizes awards and honors given to ensembles. 

Nothing on the internet ever disappears completely, and anyone can watch these ensembles make 

history and set the bar high for other ensembles to surpass. A poignant example of this was Third 

Coast Percussion winning a GRAMMY Award at the 59th Annual GRAMMY Awards in 2016 

for Best Chamber Music/Small Ensemble Performance for their album Third Coast Percussion 

& Steve Reich.18 This prominent chamber percussion ensemble was recognized nationally 

alongside other famous musicians at the pinnacle of their art form, like Beyoncé and Adele. One 

can even watch a performance of Third Coast Percussion playing live at the Premiere Ceremony 

in front of a crowd of thousands.  

                                                           
16 Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, Q21, Up/Down Percussion.  
17 “Roots.” Updownpercussion.org, Squarespace, 2017.  
18 “GRAMMY Award Results for Third Coast Percussion.” Grammy.com. 

https://www.grammy.com/grammys/artists/third-coast-percussion   

https://www.grammy.com/grammys/artists/third-coast-percussion
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 Similarly, the Los Angeles Percussion Quartet was nominated for a GRAMMY Award at 

the 55th Annual GRAMMY Awards in 2012 for Best Chamber Music/Small Ensemble 

Performance of their album Rupa-Khandha.19  

 While these honors certainly recognized these ensembles’ hard work and exceptional 

artistry, they are also incredibly inspiring for a younger generation of musicians growing up in a 

time where arts funding is constantly getting slashed from schools and the government is actively 

working to thwart the arts and the diversity that enriches it. With just the click of a button, 

individuals can see that it’s possible to win a GRAMMY or get featured in NPR or The New 

York Times. A female percussionist with few strong female role models in her life can view the 

Excelsis Percussion Quartet or Escape Ten Duo - ensembles with all women - and find 

reassurance that she is not alone.  

There are countless recordings and various forms of documentation available today on 

the internet that are becoming the keystone of modern chamber percussion ensembles. These 

recordings function as an archive to look back and reflect upon and as motivation to look 

forward to the future.  

 

Community Outreach  

 From composer to performer to audience, music is a collective experience, and 

professional chamber percussion ensembles go out of their way to engage with the community 

and share the joys of music with others. Ensembles typically give clinics, masterclasses, and 

workshops to students of all grade levels; and at the collegiate level, professional ensembles may 

coach percussion ensembles and give lessons as part of a residency at a university. TorQ 

                                                           
19 “GRAMMY Award Results for Los Angeles Percussion Quartet.” Grammy.com. 

https://www.grammy.com/grammys/artists/los-angeles-percussion-quartet   

https://www.grammy.com/grammys/artists/los-angeles-percussion-quartet


50 
 

Percussion Ensemble introduces topics of improvisation and creativity at clinics with younger 

children to “remind [them] that it’s okay to create in meaningful ways,”20 and Sō Percussion 

aims to make concert-goers feel welcome at their performances by hosting pre-concert and post-

concern talks.21 

 Many ensembles are also bringing a fresh approach to forms of outreach. The Brooklyn-

based trio, Tigue, teaches West African musical traditions and hand drumming to adult and 

adolescent inmates at New York City’s Rikers Island Correctional Facility with a culminating 

performance for other inmates at the facility.22  line upon line percussion has started hosting 

monthly socials at various bars across Austin, Texas where members show up and hang out with 

whoever shows up.23 They emphasize that these events are “no strings attached” commitments 

with no instruments, music-making or ensemble promotion; rather, members of the ensemble just 

want to spend time with individuals from the community and interact organically.24 

 Festivals hosted by professional chamber percussion ensembles present many 

opportunities for college-aged percussionists and composers to meet students from other 

universities and interact with ensembles directly. Sandbox Percussion hosts an annual NYU 

Sandbox Percussion Seminar in which participants develop core chamber ensemble skills and 

rehearse with guest artists to perform a culminating concert at National Sawdust, a performance 

venue in Brooklyn, New York.25  

Similarly, the Sō Percussion Summer Institute (SōSI) is a two-week chamber music 

seminar that features prestigious guest artists (the 2018 line-up includes Caroline Shaw, David 

                                                           
20 “Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, Q22, TorQ Percussion Ensemble.  
21 Ibid, Q22, Sō Percussion. 
22 “About.” Tiguemusic.com. http://tiguemusic.com/bio  
23 « Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, Q22, line upon line percussion.  
24 Ibid.  
25 “NYU Sandbox Percussion Seminar.” Sandboxpercussion.com. http://www.sandboxpercussion.com/nyu-sandbox-

percussion-seminar/  

http://tiguemusic.com/bio
http://www.sandboxpercussion.com/nyu-sandbox-percussion-seminar/
http://www.sandboxpercussion.com/nyu-sandbox-percussion-seminar/
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Lang, and Steve Reich),26 pieces by composition students at the festival, and a service 

component in which festival participants volunteer and pack meals for a local Princeton charity 

through the organization End Hunger NE.27  

 Additionally, Third Coast Percussion, the Los Angeles Percussion Quartet, and the 

Portland Percussion Group all sponsor call for scores competitions to collaborate with composers 

and expand repertoire for percussion quartets.28 In addition to winning a cash prize, winning 

composers will have their pieces performed by the chamber ensemble hosting the contest.29  

 While there are so many ways for ensembles to get involved in their communities, the 

biggest takeaway from these groups is not what they do, but what they impart onto others. 

Excelsis Percussion strives to raise awareness of career paths outside of the traditional orchestral 

jobs for both men and women,30 and Architek provides free concerts of contemporary music to 

make it more accessible for the general public who might be looking for something new but are 

averse to the genre due to preconceived notions of high cost or incomprehensibility.31 

 Third Coast Percussion believes education is quintessential in empowering others and 

shaping individuals’ world views, their choices, and their reactions to challenges that inevitably 

arise throughout life.32 They offer a variety of education programs for children, one of which is a 

STEM to STEAM program that allows children to make creative connections with other 

disciplines.33 Whenever Sō Percussion reaches out to the community, member Jason Treuting 

describes the ensemble’s efforts to approach music in a more individualist manner:    

                                                           
26 “Sō Percussion Summer Institue.” Sopercussion.com. https://sopercussion.com/education/summer-institute/  
27“Service and Community.” Sopercussion.com. https://sopercussion.com/service/   
28 “2017 Call for Scores.” Portlandpercussiongroup.com. www.portlandpercussiongroup.com/call-for-scores/  
29 “Composer Initiative: LAPQ’s CALL FOR SCORES.” Lapq.com. www.lapq.org/composer-initiative-2018  
30 “Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, Q23, Excelsis Percussion.   
31 Ibid, Q23, Architek Percussion.  
32 Ibid, Q23, Third Coast Percussion.  
33 Ibid, Q22, Third Coast Percussion.  

https://sopercussion.com/education/summer-institute/
https://sopercussion.com/service/
http://www.portlandpercussiongroup.com/call-for-scores/
http://www.lapq.org/composer-initiative-2018
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We feel like education is key to life and learning about new things is important all over. 

We try to share what we love about the music we play rather than teach people about why 

it is great or what they should know about it. Sometimes contemporary music can be 

framed like taking your medicine and listening to something that someone says is 

important, we feel like music should be presented as a communal experience in a 

comfortable or special surrounding and the audience should feel free to have their own 

experience with it. We try to frame the music that way. More specifically to musicians, 

we try to pass on techniques that can be used in a variety of music making and not just 

percussion quartet playing, so a student can take these tools and do their own thing with 

them.34  

  

                                                           
34 “Chamber Percussion Ensembles” Survey, Q23, Sō Percussion (Jason Treuting).  
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CONCLUSION  
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
 In the brief time that percussion ensemble has existed as a stand-alone genre, chamber 

ensembles have toiled to build up an impressive repertoire of chamber percussion music. Guided 

by passion and unfettered by obstacles that stood in their way, these early individuals planted the 

seeds of creativity that manifest today in professional chamber ensembles who are excited by the 

endless possibilities that percussion offers.  

Modern professional chamber percussion ensembles endeavor to expand the music 

making process as much as possible, commissioning works through colleagues and undiscovered 

talent, touring throughout the country and releasing recordings to expose their work to as wide an 

audience as possible, and involving the community whenever possible to establish connections 

between people of various backgrounds and foster wide-spread enthusiasm for music.  

Percussion ensembles will continue to evolve as technology advances and innovation 

pushes onward, and professional chamber percussion ensembles will follow closely to 

incorporate and supplement these developments. More importantly though, these ensembles 

stand as a bastion for the humanity behind the music and serve as constant reminder that music is 

an irrefutable part of the human experience.   
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APPENDIX A 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Initial Email Contact with the Chamber Percussion Ensembles  

 
 

Dear Members of __________,  

  

Hello! My name is Paige DeDecker, and I am currently studying percussion performance under 

Dr. Dave Hall at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. I am writing a senior thesis on chamber 

percussion ensembles and would like to ask your ensemble some questions for my research.  

  

I noticed that there was little academic writing on chamber percussion ensembles, even though 

they are a driving force of creativity and innovation within the percussion community. In my 

thesis I am focusing specifically on the importance of commissioning new pieces, educating 

others about percussion and music, performing community outreach, and creating 

recordings/CDs/videos to view and study.  

  

I’ve created a survey that will ask questions about why your ensemble does these things and 

what your opinion on these topics are. It will also ask technical questions about commissioning, 

funding and logistics so that readers can gain a deeper understanding of how chamber percussion 

ensembles operate.  

  

I would greatly value your input, and if you are interested in taking the survey, I ask that you 

complete it by Friday, December 1, 2017. The survey is 24 questions long and should take 45 - 

60 minutes to complete (see the link below), but I would also be more than happy to set up a 

time to talk on the phone or Skype if that is more convenient.  

  

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ChamberPercussionThesis 

  

Your responses will be safely stored and used only for the purposes of my thesis, with 

appropriate citations and quotes for all information provided. I will send you a copy of my thesis 

no later than January 1, 2018 to ensure that no information from the survey is misrepresented and 

allow for any changes to be made. My paper will then be sent to the UNL Honors Program and 

Hixson-Lied College of Fine and Performing Arts to be evaluated.  

  

Thank for taking the time to read this, and I hope to hear from you soon! Please contact me if 

you have any questions or run into any issues.  

  

Sincerely, 

Paige DeDecker  

  

paige.dedecker@outlook.com  

972-971-8744 (cell phone) 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ChamberPercussionThesis
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APPENDIX B 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Appearance of the Online Survey  
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APPENDIX C 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Survey Results  

 

 

Architek Percussion 
 

Background 
 

Q1. Please enter the name of your ensemble.  

Architek Percussion 

 

Q2. What led to the formation of your ensemble?  

meeting in grad school 

 

Q3. Were there obstacles to becoming an ensemble? (Logistics, funding, etc.)  

No  

 

Q4. Does your ensemble have a mission statement?  

Yes  

 

Commissioning 
 

Q5. Is cost ever a deterrent for commissioning pieces?  

Yes  

 

Q6. When commissioning a piece, does your ensemble begin with a composer in mind or a 

type of piece?  

Composer  

 

Q7. How does your ensemble select composers to commission?  

Usually through who we know through the community, or through our prior studies 

 

Q8. Does your ensemble give specific parameters to composers?  

Yes  
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Funding 
 

Q9. Is your ensemble a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization?  

Yes  

 

Q10. What is your ensemble's main source of income?  

Other (please specify): Grants AND revenue. (also - for question 9 - we are a Canadian 

non profit organization, which is slightly different from 501c status)  

 

Q11. Does your ensemble apply for grants?   

Yes  

 

Q12. Do you get a salary from this ensemble?  

No  

 

Logistics 
 

Q13. Does your ensemble regularly tour and give clinics/performances around the country?  

Yes  

 

Q14. If your ensemble tours, do concerts have a predetermined set of pieces, or is every show 

different?  

Predetermined set of pieces  

 

Q15. Do members of this ensemble have jobs outside of the ensemble?  

Yes  

 

Q16. How does your ensemble balance touring with the demands of your normal job/home 

life? Please explain.  

We work hard to make sure everyone's individual lives and careers are respected, while 

also not jeopardizing potential work for the ensemble.  

 

Q17. Does your ensemble have a full-time staff to manage logistics?  

No  
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Awards & Residencies 
 

Q18. How do awards and distinctions alter your ensemble's schedule/touring activities?   

N/A  

 

Q19. What activities does your ensemble do during university residencies? Please describe. 

percussion masterclasses, chamber music coaching, composition class workshops (along 

the theme of efficient composition strategies for percussion)  

 

Importance of Chamber Ensembles 
 

Q20. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to commission music?  

Because there are many great, up and coming composers who would have a lot to say 

through composing percussion music, and we want to give them that opportunity. Also - 

as Canadians, we place a high value in promoting Canadian artistry at home and abroad, 

and commissioning Canadian percussion works is a great way to do this. 

 

Q21. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to make recordings/CDs/videos of pieces?  

Because they are often the most faithful renderings of the works - far more accurate and 

high quality than live recordings. 

 

Q22. What activities does your ensemble do for community outreach, and why does your 

ensemble feel these activities are important? Please describe.  

free concerts for general audiences in public places. Because the general public normally 

feels that contemporary music is inaccessible to them, either through affordability or 

comprehensibility.  

 

Q23. How does your ensemble work to educate others, and why does your ensemble feel 

education is important?  

N/A  

 

Q24. Why does your ensemble feel that music itself is important?   

Respondent skipped this question 
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Excelsis Percussion  
 

Background  
 

Q1. Please enter the name of your ensemble.  

Excelsis Percussion 

 

Q2. What led to the formation of your ensemble?  

To have a unique percussion ensemble. All female. 

 

Q3. Were there obstacles to becoming an ensemble? (Logistics, funding, etc.) If so, please 

explain. 

Yes - Funding. It is not easy to find funding for a big percussion ensemble. When we 

have many instruments it gets hard to rent and move bigger instruments like timpani or 

marimbas. Also to plan tours it is hard to find funding that cover 4 airplanes or money 

for transportation for the members and the bigger instruments. For logistics the same 

applies.  

 

Q4. Does your ensemble have a mission statement? If so, how does your mission statement 

guide what your ensemble does? 

Yes - To share works of female composers and new composers that might not be well 

known. To empower women and anyone that wants to follow a new creative project. To 

bring together different genres of music such as classical and rock or pop.  

 

Commissioning  
 

Q5. Is cost ever a deterrent for commissioning pieces?  

Yes  

 

Q6. When commissioning a piece, does your ensemble begin with a composer in mind or a 

type of piece? 

Composer  

 

Q7. How does your ensemble select composers to commission?  

It has been very organic, usually the composer reach to us to perform their pieces. After 

the first collaboration we decide if we want to commission a work. Usually if the 

composer has same musical ideas we feel comfortable. 

 

Q8. Does your ensemble give specific parameters to composers?  

Yes  
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Funding 
 

Q9. Is your ensemble a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization?  

No  

 

Q10. What is your ensemble's main source of income?  

Concert revenue  

 

Q11. Does your ensemble apply for grants?   

No  

 

Q12.  Do you get a salary from this ensemble?  

Yes  

 

Logistics  
 

Q13. Does your ensemble regularly tour and give clinics/performances around the country?  

Yes  

 

Q14. If your ensemble tours, do concerts have a predetermined set of pieces, or is every show 

different?  

Every show is different  

 

Q15. Do members of this ensemble have jobs outside of the ensemble?  

Yes  

 

Q16. How does your ensemble balance touring with the demands of your normal job/home 

life? Please explain. 

It gets hard at times as everyone has other jobs and projects. We try to schedule way in 

advance so we can plan and sometimes put some other work aside.  

 

Q17. Does your ensemble have a full-time staff to manage logistics? If not, how are 

responsibilities divided up among the ensemble? 

No - Mariana works in PR, booking, logistics for events, marketing, media managment, 

promotion. Clara works on time managment for rehearsals, also PR and media 

managment. Scheduling times for rehearsals. Marcelina works on getting the rehearsal 

space and also PR and media managment. Aya PR. PR: public relations.  
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Awards & Residencies  
 

Q18. How do awards and distinctions alter your ensemble's schedule/touring activities?   

N/A  

 

Q19. What activities does your ensemble do during university residencies? Please describe. 

Perform pieces from our repertory. Talk about our mission and endeavors as group and 

individual. Listen and critique some students.  

 

Importance of Chamber Ensembles  
 

Q20. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to commission music?  

To perform works from new composers that might not be well known. 

 

Q21. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to make recordings/CDs/videos of pieces?  

To reach more audiences 

 

Q22. What activities does your ensemble do for community outreach, and why does your 

ensemble feel these activities are important? Please describe. 

Teaching masterclasses  

 

Q23. How does your ensemble work to educate others, and why does your ensemble feel 

education is important? Please describe. 

Through performances and sharing personal experiences. It is important to raise 

awareness of being a women in music and to explore different paths in music, not just 

classical.  

 

Q24. Why does your ensemble feel that music itself is important?   

Because it connects people. Because it can make people feel more human. Now a days 

that is much more important than ever. Because through music and our mission we hope 

to help expand and empower ideas and projects that might not be common. To create an 

open mind in general. 
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line upon line percussion 
 

Background 
 

Q1. Please enter the name of your ensemble.  

line upon line percussion 

 

Q2. What led to the formation of your ensemble?  

Our common interests in percussion ensemble. 

 

Q3. Were there obstacles to becoming an ensemble? (Logistics, funding, etc.) If so, please 

explain. 

Yes - Initially, space to rehearse and gear access were obstacles.  

 

Q4. Does your ensemble have a mission statement? If so, how does your mission statement 

guide what your ensemble does? 

Yes - Our mission has evolved over time. It's the "why" of our organization that informs 

the "how" and "what."  

 

Commissioning 
 

Q5. Is cost ever a deterrent for commissioning pieces?  

Yes  

 

Q6. When commissioning a piece, does your ensemble begin with a composer in mind or a 

type of piece?  

Composer  

 

Q7. How does your ensemble select composers to commission?  

Awesome question. Constant searching and keeping your ears perked. 

 

Q8. Does your ensemble give specific parameters to composers?  

No  
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Funding 
 

Q9. Is your ensemble a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization?  

Yes  

 

Q10. What is your ensemble's main source of income?  

Concert revenue  

 

Q11. Does your ensemble apply for grants?  If so, from where? 

Yes - Government: City of Austin, Texas Commission on the Arts, National Endowment 

for the Arts Operating: Amphion Foundation, Copland Fund, NewMusicUSA 

Commissioning: Barlow, Chamber Music America, Fromm, Koussevitzky  

 

Q12. Do you get a salary from this ensemble?  

Yes  

 

Logistics 

 

Q13. Does your ensemble regularly tour and give clinics/performances around the country?  

Yes  

 

Q14. If your ensemble tours, do concerts have a predetermined set of pieces, or is every show 

different?  

Every show is different  

 

Q15. Do members of this ensemble have jobs outside of the ensemble?  

Yes  

 

Q16. How does your ensemble balance touring with the demands of your normal job/home 

life? Please explain.  

Lead time and advance planning are very important!  

 

Q17. Does your ensemble have a full-time staff to manage logistics? If not, how are 

responsibilities divided up among the ensemble? 

No - We have one part-time office manager. Adam is the technology (website, 

recording, video) guy, Cullen is the social media guy, and I (Matt) am the business guy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



69 
 

Awards & Residencies 
 

Q18. How do awards and distinctions alter your ensemble's schedule/touring activities? Please 

explain. 

Very hard to determine a correlation, if there is one at all.  

 

Q19. What activities does your ensemble do during university residencies? Please describe. 

PE coachings and talks, mini performances, full concerts, composer readings and talks  

 

Importance of Chamber Ensembles 
 

Q20. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to commission music?  

It is the lifeblood of our art. No new music = no innovation = dying art form. 

 

Q21. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to make recordings/CDs/videos of pieces?  

This is a tough question, but ultimately I'll say it's because music is meant to be shared. 

It's a communal activity. 

 

Q22. What activities does your ensemble do for community outreach, and why does your 

ensemble feel these activities are important? Please describe.  

We've recently begun events we're calling "socials," which is where we pick a different 

bar in a different part of town each month and just hang without an agenda, with 

whoever shows up. No gear, no music-making, nothing to sell, just getting together and 

spending time with folks. This feels important because there are no strings attached.  

 

Q23. How does your ensemble work to educate others, and why does your ensemble feel 

education is important? Please describe.  

Primarily through traveling to universities and working with percussionists and 

composers. Our primary message when we travel is this: get the music you love outside 

academia. Education is important because it is where all of us have our beginnings.  

 

Q24. Why does your ensemble feel that music itself is important?   

Woah! Sound is an amazing creation and deserves cultivation and experimentation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



70 
 

Sō Percussion 
 

Background  
 

Q1. Please enter the name of your ensemble.  

So Percussion 

 

Q2. What led to the formation of your ensemble?  

Studying together in grad school. 

 

Q3. Were there obstacles to becoming an ensemble? (Logistics, funding, etc.) If so, please 

explain.  

Yes - I did not start the ensemble, but I know that for many years it was difficult to 

dedicate full attention to the ensemble because there was not enough money to pay 

members to work full time.  

 

Q4. Does your ensemble have a mission statement? If so, how does your mission statement 

guide what your ensemble does? 

Yes - We use our mission in discussions with our board to understand our goals.  

 

Commissioning  
 

Q5. Is cost ever a deterrent for commissioning pieces?  

Yes  

 

Q6. When commissioning a piece, does your ensemble begin with a composer in mind or a 

type of piece?  

Composer  

 

Q7. How does your ensemble select composers to commission?  

Usually we work with composers we know personally or through direct experience with 

their work. 

 

Q8. Does your ensemble give specific parameters to composers?  

Yes  
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Funding 
 

Q9. Is your ensemble a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization?  

Yes  

 

Q10. What is your ensemble's main source of income?  

Concert revenue  

 

Q11. Does your ensemble apply for grants? If so, from where?  

Yes - Amphion Foundation Copland Fund New Music USA Mid Atlantic Arts 

Foundation Howard Gilman Foundation ASCAP Foundation Composers Guild of New 

Jersey Fan Fox/Lesley Samuels Foundation Ditson Fund New York State Council for the 

Arts New York City Department of Cultural Affairs National Endowment for the Arts  

 

Q12. Do you get a salary from this ensemble?  

Yes  

 

Q13. Does your ensemble regularly tour and give clinics/performances around the country?  

Yes  

 

Logistics 
 

Q14. If your ensemble tours, do concerts have a predetermined set of pieces, or is every show 

different?  

Every show is different  

 

Q15. Do members of this ensemble have jobs outside of the ensemble?  

No  

 

Q16. How does your ensemble balance touring with the demands of your normal job/home 

life? Please explain.   

We limit the maximum amount of time that we can be out of town to roughly two weeks.  

 

Q17. Does your ensemble have a full-time staff to manage logistics?  

Yes  
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Awards & Residencies  
 

Q18. How do awards and distinctions alter your ensemble's schedule/touring activities?   

N/A  

 

Q19. What activities does your ensemble do during university residencies? Please describe.  

Usually our residencies involve teaching music to students, such as with Steve Reich's 

'Drumming' or Jason Treuting's 'Amid the Noise'  

 

Importance of Chamber Ensembles  
 

Q20. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to commission music?  

Percussion ensemble is still a relatively young form and needs all the music it can get! 

 

Q21. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to make recordings/CDs/videos of pieces?  

They are part of letting people know about the work we do.  We have to make our work 

available in a variety of formats to meet the different ways people are finding out about 

new work. 

 

Q22. What activities does your ensemble do for community outreach, and why does your 

ensemble feel these activities are important? Please describe.  

We try to make people feel welcome any time that they interact with our music, so we 

present a variety of classes, workshops, pre/post-concert talks, etc.  

 

Q23. How does your ensemble work to educate others, and why does your ensemble feel 

education is important? Please describe.  

We teach at all levels from Conservatory students who study with us full time all to the 

way to elementary students in a workshop. We feel that anyone can learn and benefit 

from our music if we present it in a friendly and appealing way.  

 

Q24. Why does your ensemble feel that music itself is important?   

I think we might all answer this question differently!  But in general I think of our music 

can be a pure form of community building... bringing people together for the pure sake 

of a new and common experience with other people. 
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Sō Percussion  
(Jason Treuting)  
 

Background  
 

Q1. Please enter the name of your ensemble.  

So Percussion (Jason Treuting) 

 

Q2. What led to the formation of your ensemble?  

We were graduate students at Yale School of Music and really loved playing together and got 

interested to commission new pieces of quartet music. 

 

Q3. Were there obstacles to becoming an ensemble? (Logistics, funding, etc.) Please explain.  

Yes - The whole enterprise was pretty DIY, though we really wanted it to be our real job, so 

there were many obstacles to taking something that was being started from the ground up and 

turning it into a real job. Money, time, rehearsal space, how to find concerts and how to structure 

the organization were all early questions to deal with.  

 

Q4. Does your ensemble have a mission statement? If so, how does your mission statement guide 

what your ensemble does? 

Yes - Every few years we re-write the mission statement to boil down what is important to the 

group and use that process to decide what is the core of the groups goals, etc. It is a touchstone 

of sorts.  

 

Commissioning  
 

Q5. Is cost ever a deterrent for commissioning pieces?  

Yes  

 

Q6. When commissioning a piece, does your ensemble begin with a composer in mind or a type of 

piece?  

Composer  

 

Q7. How does your ensemble select composers to commission?  

We mostly select composers that we have gotten to know in some way, either friends or 

colleagues or composers that we have been on festivals with etc.  Commissioning is a longterm 

process for us and we want to work with people that will be collaborative and be in it together to 

make something great happen. 

 

Q8. Does your ensemble give specific parameters to composers?  

No  
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Funding 
 

 

Q9. Is your ensemble a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization?  

Yes  

 

Q10. What is your ensemble's main source of income?  

Concert revenue  

 

Q11. Does your ensemble apply for grants?  If so, from where?  

Many organizations, some national like the NEA and some local, like the NY State Council on 

the Arts and the Dept of Cultural Affairs from NYC. Some are private foundations like Brookby 

or other family foundations and some are specific to what we do like Chamber Music America, 

MAP Fund, NPN, Copeland Recording Grant, etc.  

 

Q12. Do you get a salary from this ensemble?  

Yes  

 

Logistics 
 

Q13. Does your ensemble regularly tour and give clinics/performances around the country?  

Yes  

 

Q14. If your ensemble tours, do concerts have a predetermined set of pieces, or is every show 

different?  

Every show is different  

 

Q15. Do members of this ensemble have jobs outside of the ensemble?  

No  

 

Q16. How does your ensemble balance touring with the demands of your normal job/home life? 

Please explain.  

It is very tricky and different for each member of the ensemble. For me, I have a very supportive 

partner and family and we are constantly making decisions that are best for us and that includes 

what is best for our careers as well as our family like. Sometimes the whole family can travel 

together, sometimes it means being away from home for extended periods of time.  

 

Q17. Does your ensemble have a full-time staff to manage logistics? If not, how are responsibilities 

divided up among the ensemble? 

Yes - We have some full-time and some part-time staff as well as other help from 

managers/booking agents, publicists, grant writers and bookkeepers, but, we all still work on 

different sides of the organization as well. We have traditionally had a "corner" of the 

organization that was our job from the beginning and we still work in those areas. Mine is 

getting gigs and scheduling, others are grant writing, publicity and other writing, and money and 

operations/logistics.  
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Awards & Residencies  
 

Q18. How do awards and distinctions alter your ensemble's schedule/touring activities? Please 

describe.  

I don't know. I suppose some accolades help with certain presenters or audiences and other 

factors help others.  

 

Q19. What activities does your ensemble do during university residencies? Please describe.  

We like to work with percussionists and composers and also do a good amount of talking about 

the business/career side of what we do. We also like playing with students on projects like Steve 

Reich's Drumming or other projects of ours like Amid the Noise.  

 

Importance of Chamber Ensembles  
 

Q20. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to commission music?  

We like new things and putting our stamp on things and feel ownership over creating new pieces 

and collaborating. It was what the group was founded on and it still excites us. 

 

Q21. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to make recordings/CDs/videos of pieces?  

The core of what we do is try to share what we love with other people, so concerts are a great 

way to do that but recordings and videos are another great way to do that. 

 

Q22. What activities does your ensemble do for community outreach, and why does your ensemble 

feel these activities are important? Please describe.  

We have often times played for kids/students and other community programs. We try to play the 

same music for them as we would for our other concerts, though sometimes in smaller doses. 

Kids love new things too. We used to visit schools often and now try to have the students come 

to the concert hall to have a more special experience.  

 

Q23. How does your ensemble work to educate others, and why does your ensemble feel education is 

important? Please describe.  

We feel like education is key to life and learning about new things is important all over. We try 

to share what we love about the music we play rather than teach people about why it is great or 

what they should know about it. Sometimes contemporary music can be framed like taking your 

medicine and listening to something that someone says is important, we feel like music should 

be presented as a communal experience in a comfortable or special surrounding and the audience 

should feel free to have their own experience with it. We try to frame the music that way. More 

specifically to musicians, we try to pass on techniques that can be used in a variety of music 

making and not just percussion quartet playing, so a student can take these tools and do their 

own thing with them.  

 

Q24. Why does your ensemble feel that music itself is important?   

Music is a communal experience and, in this day, that is really important.  Art is important for 

what a society and culture decides it says about itself and we can't always know that in the 

moment.  Music is also fun, and we try to remember the importance of that in a small way as 

well. 
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Third Coast Percussion 
 

Background 
 

Q1. Please enter the name of your ensemble.  

Third Coast Percussion 

 

Q2. What led to the formation of your ensemble?  

Common interest in chamber music for percussion, wanting to see it reach a wider audience, 

especially outside of academia. Members met at Northwestern University, ensemble grew out of 

a community engagement opportunity in Civic Orchestra of Chicago. 

 

Q3. Were there obstacles to becoming an ensemble? (Logistics, funding, etc.) If so, please explain. 

Yes - Perpetual logistical challenges of a percussion ensemble – having all the instruments, a 

place to rehearse and store them, a way to move them, etc – for a few years members of the 

ensemble also lived in different cities for teaching and/or education opportunities.  

 

Q4. Does your ensemble have a mission statement? If so, how does your mission statement guide 

what your ensemble does? 

Yes - Establishes priorities, helps us choose between the infinite possibilities of activities we 

could dedicate time to.  

 

Commissioning 
 

Q5. Is cost ever a deterrent for commissioning pieces?  

No  

 

Q6. When commissioning a piece, does your ensemble begin with a composer in mind or a type of 

piece?  

Composer  

 

Q7. How does your ensemble select composers to commission?  

We have a specific program for emerging composers, with a free application process. Outside of 

that program, one or more members of the ensemble will advocate for a composer they want to 

commission, and the organization keeps a running document of composers we're potentially 

interested in working with, which is referenced in occasional programming/planning meetings. 

 

Q8. Does your ensemble give specific parameters to composers?  

Yes  
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Funding 
 

Q9. Is your ensemble a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization?  

Yes  

 

Q10. What is your ensemble's main source of income?  

Concert revenue  

 

Q11. Does your ensemble apply for grants? If so, from where? 

Yes - General operations: Alphawood Foundation, Copland Fund, Amphion Foundation, Ditson 

Fund, Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation, Driehaus Foundation (MacArthur Funds), 

city/state arts agencies Project specific: NEA, New Music USA, MAP Fund, CMA, 

Koussevitzky, Barlow, Elizabeth F Cheney Foundation. Always searching for more!  

 

Q12. Do you get a salary from this ensemble?  

Yes  

 

Logistics 
 

Q13. Does your ensemble regularly tour and give clinics/performances around the country?  

Yes  

 

Q14. If your ensemble tours, do concerts have a predetermined set of pieces, or is every show 

different?  

Predetermined set of pieces  

 

Q15. Do members of this ensemble have jobs outside of the ensemble?  

No  

 

Q16. How does your ensemble balance touring with the demands of your normal job/home life? 

Please explain.  

Lots of advance planning/scheduling, set black out dates for summer and holidays 6-12 months 

in advance, set regular hours when not on tour, set days off between busy times as possible, 

provide health insurance, reasonable salary to employees.  

 

Q17. Does your ensemble have a full-time staff to manage logistics? If not, how are responsibilities 

divided up among the ensemble?  

No - We now have 1 full-time and 2 part-time non-performing employees. The four ensemble 

members also have different administrative responsibilities, divided evenly as much as possible, 

into four positions: Executive Director (heavily involved in booking and general planning), 

Development Director, Finance Director, Technical Director. Non-performing staff are 

Managing Director (full-time, heavily involved in booking), Studio Manager (instruments and 

production), Office Manger (general support staff).  
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Awards & Residencies  
 

Q18. How do awards and distinctions alter your ensemble's schedule/touring activities? Please 

describe.  

Helps build momentum, provide opportunities.  

 

Q19. What activities does your ensemble do during university residencies? Please describe. 

Performance/presentations for elementary/middle school students (general or music students), 

high school and university student coachings and master classes, entrepeneurship/career skills, 

composer readings, organize/lead large-scale community performances, cross-disciplinary 

collaborative projects.  

 

Importance of Chamber Ensembles  
 

Q20. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to commission music?  

Our field is relatively young within the scope of classical music history. We need to build a 

repertoire. We also need current voices creating relevant expressions of diverse experiences. 

New music, new sounds, new ideas inspire new ways of thinking, experiencing, and 

understanding life. 

 

Q21. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to make recordings/CDs/videos of pieces?  

Share new repertoire with as wide an audience as possible, offer new interpretations of existing 

works, shape our own ideal version of a work, which may go beyond what is possible or likely in 

a live performance experience. 

 

Q22. What activities does your ensemble do for community outreach, and why does your ensemble 

feel these activities are important? Please describe.  

Large-scale community performances, a variety of educational programming for youth of all 

ages. For the purpose of expanding understanding and familiarity with percussion ensemble and 

musical ideas, offering enriching and inspiring experiences for individuals with a wide range of 

musical backgrounds, and shaping music education by offering opportunities for creativity and 

connection with other disciplines (STEM to STEAM). Opportunities for participation also 

include free mobile apps.  

 

Q23. How does your ensemble work to educate others, and why does your ensemble feel education is 

important? Please describe.  

Master classes for musicians of all ages, coachings, emerging composers program, internships. 

Education (in music and all fields) empowers people to create the best they're capable of, and to 

maximize the impact of those efforts. Education shapes people's world views, the choices they 

will make in their life, and how they choose to deal with challenges.  

 

Q24. Why does your ensemble feel that music itself is important?   

Each of us has had transformative experiences with music in our own lives that led us to want to 

pursue this career path. Music can bring joy or comfort, can stimulate the imagination, create a 

community, express what the human mind is capable of, and so much more. 

 

 

 

 



79 
 

TorQ Percussion Ensemble 

 
Background 
 

Q1. Please enter the name of your ensemble.  

TorQ Percussion Ensemble 

 

Q2. What led to the formation of your ensemble?  

Luxembourg Percussion Quartet Competition 

 

Q3. Were there obstacles to becoming an ensemble? (Logistics, funding, etc.) If so, please 

explain.  

Yes - funding is always an issue  

 

Q4. Does your ensemble have a mission statement? If so, how does your mission statement 

guide what your ensemble does? 

Yes - to perform new or rarely performed works for percussion quartet  

 

Commissioning 
 

Q5. Is cost ever a deterrent for commissioning pieces?  

Yes  

 

Q6. When commissioning a piece, does your ensemble begin with a composer in mind or a 

type of piece?  

Composer  

 

Q7. How does your ensemble select composers to commission?  

By reviewing their previous work, also by attending other concerts and hearing their 

pieces live 

 

Q8. Does your ensemble give specific parameters to composers?  

Yes  
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Funding 
 

Q9. Is your ensemble a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization?  

No  

 

Q10. What is your ensemble's main source of income?  

Concert revenue  

 

Q11. Does your ensemble apply for grants? If so, from where?  

Yes - Canada Council of the Arts, Ontario Arts Council, Toronto Arts Council  

 

Q12. Do you get a salary from this ensemble?  

No  

 

Logistics 
 

Q13. Does your ensemble regularly tour and give clinics/performances around the country?  

Yes  

 

Q14. If your ensemble tours, do concerts have a predetermined set of pieces, or is every show 

different?  

Predetermined set of pieces  

 

Q15. Do members of this ensemble have jobs outside of the ensemble?  

Yes  

 

Q16. How does your ensemble balance touring with the demands of your normal job/home 

life? Please explain.  

We all work as musicians outside of TorQ, we teach privately, or at institutions. We also 

perform a lot in theatre, orchestra and solo settings. One of the members is an artistic 

director of a contemporary music festival.  

 

Q17. Does your ensemble have a full-time staff to manage logistics? If not, how are 

responsibilities divided up among the ensemble? 

No - Logistics are organized within the ensemble on a "per concert" basis. One of the 

members is tasked with organizing truck rentals and gears lists, one deals with graphics 

and media, one deals with book keeping, scheduling, and contract negotiation, one deals 

with accommodation, presenter liaison, composer liaison and programming.  
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Awards & Residencies  
 

Q18. How do awards and distinctions alter your ensemble's schedule/touring activities? Please 

describe.   

We have won smaller awards that we use in our bio, but have not affected our touring.  

 

Q19. What activities does your ensemble do during university residencies? Please describe.  

Workshops, concertos, ensemble performances, and masterclass critiques.  

 

Importance of Chamber Ensembles 
 

Q20. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to commission music?  

New music shapes our culture, and provides meaningful experiences for audiences 

looking for something new. It provides opportunities for composers to develop their 

voice, and our ensemble to highlight our geographical accomplishments and diversity. 

 

Q21. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to make recordings/CDs/videos of pieces?  

Documentation is the cornerstone of information. CD's act as an archive of musical 

achievement for future audiences and promotion for current audiences. 

 

Q22. What activities does your ensemble do for community outreach, and why does your 

ensemble feel these activities are important? Please describe.  

We perform over 70 shows a year to schools and families across North America. Music 

education is the reason why we are succeeding in our field, and this is a way to give back 

to the community and let people share in our joy of making music together.  

 

Q23. How does your ensemble work to educate others, and why does your ensemble feel 

education is important? Please describe.  

We spend a lot of time discussing concepts of improvisation and creative thought. This 

is something often overlooked in traditional scholastic curriculums and we feel it is 

important for children to be reminded that it's okay to create in meaningful ways.  

 

Q24. Why does your ensemble feel that music itself is important?   

Self-expression, creativity, and simply loving what we do. It provides an outlet for many 

to escape their day to day concerns, and often provides feeling of elation. 
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Up/Down Percussion 
 

Background  
 

Q1. Please enter the name of your ensemble.  

Up/Down Percussion 

 

Q2. What led to the formation of your ensemble?  

We all attended the same school for our undergrad studies. We got along great and had 

remarkable chemistry as a quartet so it seemed inevitable that we would take a crack at 

forming a group. 

 

Q3. Were there obstacles to becoming an ensemble? (Logistics, funding, etc.) If so, please 

explain.  

Yes - There were several obstacles to overcome along the way to recording our first 

project. We decided to go the route of commissioning peers from our respective schools. 

Our alma mater, Columbus State University, was the setting for the recording as well as 

the rehearsal leading up to the project. We were lucky to have an extremely supportive 

group of people behind us so the total expense was minimal; yet still the difficulty of 

coordinating manpower and open space to complete the project was considerable.  

 

Q4. Does your ensemble have a mission statement? If so, how does your mission statement 

guide what your ensemble does? 

Yes - In a nutshell our goal is to make modern chamber music more accessible to casual 

audiences. This guides us in terms of the repertoire we choose, the venues we would like 

to play, and our conception of future projects that we would like to pursue.  

 

Commissioning  
 

Q5. Is cost ever a deterrent for commissioning pieces?  

Yes  

 

Q6. When commissioning a piece, does your ensemble begin with a composer in mind or a 

type of piece?  

Composer  

 

Q7. How does your ensemble select composers to commission?  

The prime considerations are the extent that we sympathize with the composer's voice on 

a personal level, and also the synergy of their work's nature with our basic mission 

 

Q8. Does your ensemble give specific parameters to composers?  

Yes  
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Funding 
 

Q9. Is your ensemble a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization?  

No  

 

Q10. What is your ensemble's main source of income?  

Donations  

 

Q11. Does your ensemble apply for grants? If so, from where?  

Yes - Currently we are the in the running for grants from University of Texas (Austin) 

and also the University of Michigan  

 

Q12. Do you get a salary from this ensemble?  

No  

 

Logistics 
 

Q13. Does your ensemble regularly tour and give clinics/performances around the country?  

No  

 

Q14. If your ensemble tours, do concerts have a predetermined set of pieces, or is every show 

different?  

N/A  

 

Q15. Do members of this ensemble have jobs outside of the ensemble?  

Yes  

 

Q16. How does your ensemble balance touring with the demands of your normal job/home 

life?  

N/A  

 

Q17. Does your ensemble have a full-time staff to manage logistics?  

No  
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Awards & Residencies  
 

Q18. How do awards and distinctions alter your ensemble's schedule/touring activities?   

N/A  

 

Q19. What activities does your ensemble do during university residencies?  

N/A  

 

Q20. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to commission music?  

New music is extremely important in continuing the drive of the contemporary music 

scene to innovate, and adapt to reflect modern times 

 

Q21. Why does your ensemble feel it is important to make recordings/CDs/videos of pieces?  

Media makes music accessible to a wider audience and also ensures that the pieces can 

have a legacy beyond a handful of performances 

 

Q22. What activities does your ensemble do for community outreach, and why does your 

ensemble feel these activities are important?  

N/A  

 

Q23. How does your ensemble work to educate others, and why does your ensemble feel 

education is important?  

N/A  

 

Q24. Why does your ensemble feel that music itself is important?   

Music reflects the times that we live in. As an art form it allows for alternative 

depictions of contemporary anxieties and events. It represents an opportunity to develop 

communities amongst groups of people that may not see other kinds of common ground. 
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